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 The purpose of this ministry focus paper is to present a strategy to foster a shared 
praxis of action and reflection among leaders and members of Akron Mennonite Church 
to engage missionally with the local community as exemplified through the Porch 
Project.   
 Part One of this paper outlines the assessments and methodology necessary for 
missional transformation to emerge in a three-way engagement between leadership, the 
congregation, and the community.  A concrete description of the Porch Project serves as a 
metaphor and focusing activity for the adaptive change challenge underway at Akron 
Mennonite Church.  Thomas Groome’s three perspectives of praxis provide the initial 
framework to illustrate the nature of the project and set the stage for a more detailed 
treatment of leadership, ecclesiology, and community as dialogue partners in missional 
transformation.  The five movements of shared Christian praxis emerge in the course of 
the Porch Project experience. 
 Like the experienced carpenter who gave oversight to the Porch Project, so the 
pastoral leader in missional change must be equipped to steward the process of awareness 
and examination.  In order to see the world through a missional lens, leaders must first 
overcome the resistances to change and personal transformation. Re-framing the 
disciplines such as keeping the Daily Office, contemplative prayer, and dwelling with 
Scripture, assists leaders to move beyond technique to habits and practices of life-long 
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discipleship. Asking for and receiving critical feedback about one’s pastoral leadership is 
both a gift and a threat but provides an essential window into the challenges ahead. Just 
as a master carpenter can “see” in a repair project what others cannot, so the missional 
pastor must acquire and hone a new perspective. 
 The missional congregation also needs to engage in intentional self-assessment 
experiences to increase awareness and urgency for the process to move forward.  What 
are the assets that can be built upon to reconstruct this porch?  What needs to be 
demolished and what can be reused?  Retreats, discernment, experiments, failures, 
reflection, and trial-and-error initiatives have set the stage for Akron Mennonite Church 
to embrace a new direction.  Appreciative Inquiry with charter members uncovered a 
wealth of knowledge and perspective and resonated with common themes emerging from 
an earlier leadership retreat.  A brief overview of an Anabaptist-Mennonite ecclesiology 
reveals Akron Mennonite’s particular strengths and challenges on the missional journey.  
The Missional Readiness Survey data, examined at a second leadership retreat, provides 
another perspective on Akron’s awareness of the missional challenge.  A constant thread 
woven throughout the fabric of these conversations crystallized as the key adaptive 
change challenge of how to connect with the local community. 
 Finally, community awareness begins to take shape through a listening project.  A 
consistent “indwelling” of Luke 10:1-12 introduced a new paradigm for entering the local 
community. This foundational work led to a similar approach to “reading” the 
community through careful observation, listening, and reflecting.  Eventually the 
community, like the Scriptures, began to “read” the congregation, and challenge implicit 
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assumptions.  These experiences, in turn, led to the assessment of the “silo effect” of 
maintaining church program, budget, and building but having very little to do with the 
local community.  The unrighteous in Matthew 25 ask “When did we not see you Lord?”  
The missional congregation assumes a posture of confession and receptivity to an outside 
perspective as they begin to name the captivities of their present action. 
 Part Two examines the process of critical reflection of commonly held myths and 
assumptions among leadership, congregation, and community.  Once the Porch Project 
was given the green light, the carpenter led a team of volunteers into the unknown 
darkness of demolition and deconstruction.  Some things on the surface were obvious and 
had to go.  Other things were only revealed once the outer layers were literally peeled 
away.  Shifts in role identity and differentiation are necessary for pastoral leaders.  A 
specific encounter during the project highlights the temptation for pastors to make 
themselves indispensable in a congregational system.  Getting on the porch roof 
(balcony) becomes an essential practice toward the empowerment of gifts and creating a 
learning environment. Demolition and deconstruction is hard, dirty, and dangerous work 
that is best done with others.  Servant leadership and mentoring emerge as working 
models of effective leadership in a missional context. 
 Congregations often maintain programs and other surface traits out of habit and 
inertia without ever disturbing or examining the core values that lie beneath.  A deliberate 
examination of the middle-class assumptions and values of Akron Mennonite Church 
show how those values and assumptions keep the church stuck in the middle of the 
church-centered monologue with gospel and culture. A “fix-it and forget-it” approach to 
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problems encountered in poverty settings leads to an ongoing disconnect between those 
being “served” and those doing the serving.  An attractional model of outreach to the 
community bypasses the hard work of re-examining the basic starting points and 
assumptions of a cross-cultural engagement in the local context. A framework for 
understanding poverty adds layers of complexity and humanizes the challenging work of 
this local community engagement. 
 Research and data-gathering about the local community led to raised awareness 
and a discovery of new opportunities for engagement.  This data deconstructed the myth 
that there are no poor or homeless persons in the Akron-Ephrata community.  The 
compelling question remains “What does it mean to be Christian in our own 
community?”   
 Part Three explores the integration of missional leadership with the 
congregational system and local community context.  Any carpenter engaged in rehab 
work will tell you that each project is unique. One has to adapt, improvise, learn as you 
go, and make compromises. Pastors and members together began to incarnate the 
salvation story – their own death and resurrection—as they entered the local community 
as both guest and host.  Theological underpinnings deeply rooted in the Judeo-Christian 
narrative were essential to community engagement as leaders helped facilitate the 
creation of a local theology.  Interpretive leadership helped participants see and give 
voice to the connections they were making between the text and their lived experience. 
The carpenter always keeps the big picture in mind and facilitates others in doing the 
work. 
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 Putting down new support beams, floorboards, posts, and rails took many hands 
and different skills on the porch.  Family members and church volunteers joined in the 
work. Creating a learning environment released new vision and energy for missional 
change in the Porch Project.  Akron Mennonite Church began to give itself permission to 
take risks and abandon a problem-solving, goal-oriented approach to ministry.  Several 
vehicles were created which enabled experiments and explorations in hospitality, difficult 
conversations, and connecting with families living in poverty in the community to 
emerge.  Ministry Teams and ad hoc ministry groups began forming. Undesignated 
funding was made available to empower new ventures such as the Porch Project.  
Eventually, a rhythm developed around listening, learning, dwelling, and doing through 
an incarnational approach to mission.  This incarnation led to the crucifixion of 
commonly held assumptions and good intentions.  Yet, as the body of Christ literally “re-
membered” itself in worship and communitas, the embrace of resurrection also emerged. 
 Members of Akron Mennonite Church were challenged to change the orbits of 
their everyday lives. Once the capacity to see with different eyes, and hear with different 
ears developed, a new framework was constructed for a missional people. Learning the 
hidden rules and challenges of class provided a glimpse into the cross-cultural nature of 
this work. Relationships were key to the success of the Porch Project, and those 
relationships began to push the participants beyond stereotypes of poverty culture.  Who 
gets to decide what is “normal”?  Building a local theology like rebuilding a porch, 
requires a collaborative effort and involvement from people of all ages. It is contingent 
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upon a willingness to listen, and upon learning as we go. We must always continue to 
ask, “Who is being served?” 
 The conclusion explores the growing edges in the ongoing cycle of missional 
transformation at Akron Mennonite Church.  What conversations have yet to take place, 
experiments to be tried, and communities to be formed in light of the resistances and 
push-backs that arose through the Porch Project?  What is the work for the next season of 
life together as a congregation in this community as the rhythm of a shared Christian 
praxis continues?  As participant-observers in the Porch Project in particular, and as 
“agents-subjects-in-relationship” in the congregation’s missional transformation in 
general, Akron Mennonite Church through this journey, has moved a step closer in 











CHAPTER 1  
THE PORCH IS FALLING DOWN 
 
 Imagine a modest brick row home with a broken-down wooden porch.  
Floorboards have rotted, spindles are missing, tree roots are cracking the foundation.  The 
homeowner is a single woman working a minimum wage job and raising her eight-year-
old grandson. Promises to fix the porch in the past never materialized.  Her grandson has 
made friends with a boy at school.  His mother becomes acquainted with the homeowner, 
and a friendship develops.  Situated in picturesque Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, the 
falling down porch becomes emblematic of how one congregation learned to listen and 
create a local theology for an encounter outside of their normal parameters. This chapter 
situates the missional journey within the cycle of praxis-reflection-new praxis and 
adaptive change. 
 Within Thomas Groome’s typology of a shared Christian praxis, praxis is defined 
as having three pedagogical perspectives: active, reflective, and creative.1  These three 
                                                 
1 Thomas H. Groome Sharing Faith (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 1998), 136. 
  8 
   
  
perspectives serve to construct a framework describing the various aspects of the Porch 
Project and illustrates a methodology for the ongoing missional transformation taking 




 The active aspect of praxis includes all the corporeal, mental, and 
volitional activities by which we intentionally realize ourselves as agent-subjects 
in place and time.2  
   
The genesis of the Porch Project began with relationships between members of Akron 
Mennonite Church and persons in the local community. Susan, a member of the church, 
is a hospice nurse who lives with her husband and eight-year-old son. Her son 
Christopher is friends with Cameron, a classmate at Fulton Elementary School, who lives 
with his grandmother.  Within the Ephrata Area School District, Fulton Elementary 
School currently has the highest number of students from families at or below the poverty 
line.  Just over 30% of the students qualify for the Free and Reduced lunch program,3  
and Cameron is one of those students.  His grandmother, Sharon, is single and works for 
minimum wage at a local supermarket.  Cameron has also lived for brief periods of time 
with his mother, a single mother of two, and separately with his father, a former truck 
driver who lost his license due to alcoholism.  Through school events, sports, and mutual 
visits centered around the boys, Susan and Sharon developed a friendship. Sharon’s 
modest brick duplex on Franklin Street has a front porch  that is broken down to the point 
                                                 
2 Ibid., 137. 
3 Phone conversation, office of the Assistant Superintendent, Ephrata Area School District, 
December 2006. 
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of becoming a safety hazard.  Sharon tells Susan about the many offers to help repair the 
porch over the years that never seemed to materialize.  Susan says, “Maybe my church 
can help.” 
 Susan brought the concern to our attention, and it was shared with our Homes of 
Hope Ministry Team.  Homes of Hope is a local transitional housing ministry in the 
greater Ephrata Area that a number of members from the church are involved with.  One 
of the team members is Dave, a professional painter, who expressed interest in the porch 
idea. Dave and Susan looked at Sharon’s porch and realized that it may have structural 
damage.  They called Randy, a professional carpenter in the congregation.  He agreed to 
go over the porch thoroughly and work up a bid if and when they were ready.  Some time 
passed before anything more took place.  Sharon articulated her experience of a history of 
broken promises and unfulfilled dreams related to fixing the porch.  She lacked the skills 
and the resources to fix it herself, and there was no extant support structure in place in her 
orbit of relationships to collaborate and get the job done. 
 Susan, on the other hand, saw what appeared to be a simple problem to be fixed.  
Coming from the perspective of relative wealth, higher education, and a large extended 
family and friendship support network, fixing this porch should be possible. Her church 
network included two professionals who could assess the scope of the project given their 
skills, training and expertise.  Missing was any financial vehicle to enable the project to 
move forward.  
 Within the church context, the formation of a Missional Action Team called the 
Listening Ministry Team became a central component to the next step of the Porch 
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Project. This team formed around three missional practices: dwelling daily with Luke 
10:1-12, individually as well as corporately, as the team gathered on Sunday mornings; 
reading through the book What Every Church Member Should Know About Poverty,4  and 
taking opportunities to listen carefully to members of the local Akron-Ephrata 
Community.  Susan became a member of the Listening Ministry Team and was motivated 
to pursue the next phase of the Porch Project.  
 A defining moment happened when Susan and Dave visited the church office to 
brainstorm about next steps. Susan said in some desperation “We can’t do this without 
you!”  This comment was countered with the suggestion to Susan that what was most 
needed was a “champion,” someone to sound the call to the congregation, to coordinate 
efforts with Sharon, the carpenter, and volunteers from the church. The champion would 
be the liaison between the vision and the reality of this project.  She agreed to take this on 
with Dave’s help. The pastoral role emerged as one of coaching from the sidelines 
instead of the star player. 
 Susan wrote up a proposal for the project and submitted it to the Outreach 
Committee with a request to receive funding from the Missional Challenge Fund.  This 
Fund was established after the congregation’s first Vision Retreat in 2002 as a catalyst for 
missional activity among members.  Just over $30,000 is set aside for this purpose in the 
annual church budget.  It is an attempt to match the gifts and vision of members who 
have a passion for missional experiments and projects, with enough financial assistance 
                                                 
4 Bill Ehlig and Ruby K. Payne, What Every Church Member Should Know about Poverty, rev. ed. 
(Highlands, TX: aha! Process, 2005). 
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to bring those visions to fruition.  The project must be missional in nature, it must stay in 
keeping with the spirit of the congregation’s core values as an Anabaptist-Mennonite 
congregation, and it requires the personal involvement of the member or members 
bringing the proposal.  The Porch Project met all of these criteria, and the Outreach 
Committee released seed money to cover half of the estimated cost.  How the remainder 
would be raised is discussed below in the creative section. 
 Randy, the professional carpenter generated a detailed bid and agreed to oversee 
the construction phases of the project.  Susan partnered with Sharon and her family to 
work up a partial payment plan to cover ten percent of the cost as her share.  Volunteers 
from the congregation were invited to assist with the demolition phase.  Dave and his 
partner agreed to supply all the primer and finish paint, as well as the labor.  The work 
took place, and the porch was rebuilt.  The physical aspect of the project was the easy 
part.  It was technical in nature and fell within the given expertise of those involved from 
the congregation.  This we do well. What was learned about ourselves as middle-class 
Americans, about the largely hidden poverty culture in our own community, and how 
challenging it was to build a local theology, not only transformed Sharon’s front porch, 
but the lives of those involved at Akron Mennonite Church. 
 
Reflective 
 The reflective aspect of praxis is critical reflection on one’s own and society’s 
 historical “actions.”5 
 
                                                 
5 Groome, Sharing Faith, 137. 
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 The reflective component of the Porch Project unfolded in four overlapping areas: 
in the pastor’s role as coach and leader of those directly involved in the project, among 
the members of the Listening Ministry Team, among the volunteers from the 
congregation physically doing the work, and in the relationship Susan maintained with 
Sharon and her family members.  Each setting is described along with an exploration of 
the operative assumptions and theological underpinnings. 
Susan’s assertion that “We can’t do this without you!” illustrates how tempting it 
is for pastoral leaders to make themselves indispensable within a congregational system. 
However, by approaching this as a balcony opportunity6 and redirecting the anxiety, it led 
to a creative partnership instead of dependency.  Susan articulated a common assumption 
among lay persons in congregational systems, namely, the pastor needs to bless an 
activity to make it legitimate.  This feeds the clericalism of a functional Christendom7 
and undercuts the theology that each member is a missioner sent by God into the world in 
which they live.  A second opportunity arose with those involved in the funding of the 
Porch Project, first with the Outreach Committee as they discerned the merits of the 
project, and secondly as creative efforts emerged to raise the balance of the funds.  
Leaders, participants, and members had to keep asking “What are we really saying here?  
What are our assumptions? Why does this feel different or threatening?”  Reflection for 
the leader also involved interpretation and will be explored further in a later chapter. 
                                                 
6 Ronald A. Heifetz and Marty Linsky, Leadership on the Line  (Boston: Harvard Business School 
Press, 2002), 53. 
7 Alan Kreider, The Change of Conversion and the Origin of Christendom (Harrisburg, PA: 
Trinity International, 1999), 95.  See also Darrell Guder, ed., Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of 
the Church in North America (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 6. 
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The Listening Ministry Team developed a rhythm of meeting weekly and evolved 
into a highly committed group.  Initially, the reflection was limited to the experience of 
dwelling with Scripture (Luke 10:1-12) both daily and corporately.  A missional 
hermeneutic invites reflection and interaction with the text in multiple ways.8 As team 
members shared their experiences from their daily indwelling of the text,9 the corporate 
gathering invited a collective reflection and created a very rich learning community.  This 
practice, in turn, enriched the reading and reflection of the book study What Every 
Church Member Should Know About Poverty.  The awareness of how middle-class 
church members either completely fail to see or misinterpret poverty culture in their local 
context began to have a profound impact.  Susan and other team members began to make 
the connection between what they were reading and what they saw in their relationships 
with people living in poverty.  The realization of “this is that” helped all of the team 
deepen their understanding and passion for the work.  As the Porch Project unfolded, a 
local theology began to emerge based largely on the reflection taking place among the 
Listening Ministry Team.  A final contributing factor to the reflection among the team 
was the profound story telling being brought back from the community itself.  In the 
missional trialogue,10 not only Scripture but also the community begins to “speak” and 
“read” the local congregation as an equal dialogue partner.  Listening Ministry Team 
                                                 
8 James Brownson, Speaking the Truth in Love (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity International, 1998), 13. 
9 Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Towards a Post-critical Philosophy (New York: Harper, 
1964), x. 
10 George R. Hunsberger, “The Newbigin Gauntlet: Developing a Domestic Missiology for North 
America,” in The Church Between Gospel and Culture, ed. George R. Hunsberger and Craig Van Gelder, 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 9. 
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members were engaged as tutors at Akron Elementary School with at-risk students. 
Others employed by the local hospital told about patients who either could not pay for 
treatment, or had no one to surround them during a health crisis or even death.  Several 
shared about conversations with neighbors they never noticed before.    
A group of volunteers helped with the demolition phase of the project.  They 
included members of the church who arrived with crowbars, hammers, and work gloves.  
Cameron and his father, Tim, also showed up wanting to help.  Tools and how to use 
them are a middle class reality.11  Cameron’s father, Tim, was transparent about being 
unemployed and why.  He was also very committed to helping Sharon fix her porch 
because Cameron lived there sometimes and this was one way he could help give 
something back.  The volunteers quickly found ways to involve Tim and Cameron in the 
demolition. They helped load the debris onto Randy’s trailer. They helped strip the porch 
boards of nails and break or saw them in half to fit into the trailer.  Tim helped chop and 
remove the roots and tree stumps on the side of the porch foundation.  Cameron went into 
the house and served cups of cold water to the workers.  When Sharon got off work, she 
and Susan brought coffee and donuts for everyone from the grocery where she worked.  
Tim showed up every day and worked with Randy, who was glad for the help and 
conversation.  All of the volunteers and Randy reflected on how significant it was to 
work alongside the home owner and other family members, and, in the process, hear 
stories of a very different life-world than their own.  Dispensing goods and services to 
those in need can too easily take the form of a vending machine.  A request is inserted in 
                                                 
11 Ehlig and Payne, What Every Church Member Should Know about Poverty, 13. 
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the machine and the desired assistance is dispensed.  An alternative model is that of barn-
raising, where people work side-by-side in a joint effort.12  Volunteers on the Porch 
Project experienced the barn raising effect and came away with a new appreciation for 
the relational approach to a community connection. 
Finally, Susan’s contribution through her long-term relationship with Sharon, 
enriched the understanding of the inconsistencies, messiness, and challenges of a cross-
cultural engagement with our own community. All along the way, it was important to 
remind Susan and those involved with the Porch Project that it was this relationship that 
grounded our congregation’s involvement. Susan and Sharon knew each other long 
before the project itself, and we assumed their friendship would continue long afterward.  
Susan’s relationship with Sharon was not contingent on the Porch Project, as so often 
happens in short-term mission encounters.13  This reflection led to the awareness of the 
long-term nature of local missional encounters.  We cannot drive away and move on to 
the next project once this one is completed.  Because we are situated here, and have 
developed the eyes to see and ears to hear, we also must reframe our assumptions 
theologically and in practice about what it means to be Christian in our own community.  
Susan intuitively sought ways to involve Sharon and her family members in the entire 
process, and, out of those creative encounters, was able to reflect on what she was 
learning.  One of the most painful disappointments was when Susan invited Sharon to 
                                                 
12 Ruby K. Payne, Philip E. DeVol and Terie Dreussi Smith, Bridges out of Poverty (Highlands, 
TX: aha! Process, 2001), 282. 
13 George Beukema, Stories from Below the Poverty Line (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 2001),  70-
71. 
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one of the church fellowship meals.  On faith, she announced Sharon’s intention of 
attending during announcement time at the close of worship on the day of the meal.  No 
one anticipated just how risky that announcement was. When Sharon did not arrive at the 
appointed time, Susan drove to the house and tried to persuade her to come along.  For 
multiple reasons, Sharon opted not to come. The Listening Ministry Team spent 
considerable time with Susan the following Sunday reflecting on why this happened.  The 
group began to identify the multiple invisible barriers that Sharon would need to cross to 
attend the fellowship meal.  This reflection helped us name our present action and the 
societal reality in which we live and take for granted. 
 
Creative 
 The creative permeates the two aspects already described; the active includes 
 producing as well as doing, and critical reflection includes creative and social 
 imagination.  However, there is a distinctly creative aspect to all human 
 “being”…and  thus to present praxis.14 
 
Praxis as creativity involves both imagination and learning as you go.  A purely 
technical approach to the broken down porch would have involved simply organizing a 
crew of workers, buying the materials, doing the work ourselves and going home.  A 
missional encounter meant something different. It meant creating a local theology15 
between congregation and community.  More than one person in the congregation asked 
“Why should we fix this porch?”  Articulating an incarnational theology based on an 
existing relationship was one step toward this theological creativity.  It emerged directly 
                                                 
14 Groome, Sharing Faith, 137. 
15 See Clemens Sedmak, Doing Local Theology (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2002) and  Robert J. 
Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1985).  
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from the model of entering the community with “peace” and showing in both word and 
deed that “the kingdom of God has come near” as the sent ones announce in Luke 10.  As 
mentioned above, we also needed to create a vehicle for the personal involvement of 
others in the congregation and the extended family of the home owner.  Whose project 
was it?  Since this was not a pre-determined local initiative with a long history and 
momentum, we had to recognize and create the ownership opportunities as we went.  
When working alongside another person in physical labor, the conversation can lead to 
insightful learning for all concerned.  Cameron’s mother and her boyfriend showed up 
with their new baby.  Church members watched with some anxiety to see what the social 
and interpersonal relationships were between this couple and Cameron’s father.  Sensing 
that there could be great tension and conflict, church members were relieved when 
everyone seemed to be on good speaking terms.  However, it begs the question, What 
framework was operative here?  Whose life-world defines what is normal?  
Susan and the Outreach Committee created a three-way funding approach to the 
project.  As mentioned above, the Missional Challenge Fund granted half of the cost of 
labor and materials.  A member of the Outreach Committee with experience in another 
service organization working with single mothers transitioning out of poverty, worked 
with Susan and Sharon on an arrangement for Sharon to cover one tenth of the total cost.  
They made up envelopes Sharon could use to budget ten dollars a week and send to the 
church. It would take Sharon thirty weeks to complete the payments, but the checks 
continued to arrive.  Church members had to set aside their need for efficiency and a 
tendency to rescue in order for this arrangement to play itself out. Where is that fine line 
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between enabling and assisting? 
The remaining funds needed to be raised above budget.  Susan made a series of 
announcements explaining the need and invited members to join in.  Andrea, a middle 
school student, decided to sell her own hand-crafted jewelry during coffee-tea fellowship 
and donate the proceeds to the project.  Helena, a retired single woman, made a half 
dozen of her famous apple pies and sold them for a donation.  The final pie was sold by 
silent auction.  Susan made sweets and set up a table in the foyer for people to self-pay 
and donate to the cause.  This flurry of activity created push back and resistance that 
again, required a creative response.  People complained there were too many 
announcements about the Porch Project and that they were too long.  There were 
complaints about how many fund raisers were taking place in the foyer during coffee-tea 
fellowship time. As a leader, this was another balcony moment that called for an 
interpretive response.  
In conversation with those raising the concerns, it was pointed out that the large 
number of fund raisers the youth group did throughout the year never caused concern. 
Why was that acceptable and unchallenged?  How might the announcements about the 
Porch Project feel if they were made by one of our charter members?  Was Susan being 
marginalized because she was a relatively new member?  Observing how 
intergenerational the fundraising effort was and how creative Andrea and Helena were in 
their willingness to help eased some of the tension.  In spite of the challenges, the 
announcements did build momentum for the project. When missional congregations 
move into uncharted waters, they must think creatively, not only about how to engage the 
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work itself, but how to interpret and redefine the inevitable challenges to the status quo.   
A shared Christian praxis approach involving action, reflection, and creativity is 
leading Akron Mennonite Church into the liminality of missional transformation.  Susan 
and Sharon helped us see that that, in fact both of our porches were falling down.  The 
remaining chapters in Part One examine the assessment skills and resources necessary for 






 When the master carpenter for the Porch Project surveyed the falling down porch, 
he saw with trained eyes what others less skilled would miss.  Through years of 
experience working on similar jobs, he developed a keen sense of awareness and a 
working knowledge of what was in store.  He examined the porch from every possible 
angle from the foundation to the roof.  He knew intuitively that he what he observed on 
the surface may or may not reveal what lay beneath.  His skill at “reading” the porch 
serves as a model for the capacities the missional leader must develop to begin the 
missional journey. 
 Michael Polyani writes:  
 
 Things which we can tell, we know by observing them; those that we cannot tell, 
 we know by dwelling in them.  All understanding is based on our dwelling in the 
 particulars of that which we comprehend.  Such indwelling is a participation of 
 ours in the existence of that which we comprehend. 1    
 
A prerequisite for missional leadership is the willingness to become a life-long learner, 
and this learning must dip beneath the superficial layers of knowledge through 
observation and plumb the depths of knowing through dwelling in the particulars.  In 
order to “see” missional opportunities within the congregation and the surrounding 
community, the missional leader needs to develop missional lenses.  Think of the bi-
focals that most middle-aged people are confronted with sooner or later in life.  At first, 
the lenses are disorienting and feel foreign, but eventually the eyes adjust to the new 
“normal” of bifurcated vision.  It should also be noted that this ocular adjustment can 
                                                 
1 Polyani, Personal Knowledge, x.  
 2 
only take place after one has made the appointment with the optometrist and followed 
through on the commitment to order new lenses.  Appreciative Inquiry teaches us that 
what we focus on becomes our reality.2  If pastors only focus on the internal program, 
building and budget of the congregation (necessary, but one sided) then a myopic view of 
mission and ministry ensues.  Keeping an eye, literally, on what God is doing in the 
world, the missio Dei, begins to profoundly shape the nature of worship and every aspect 
of congregational life. A different leadership view of one’s role vis-à-vis church and 
community is illustrated by anthropologist Paul G. Hiebert on how missionaries enter a 
different culture.  What is seen on the surface are the observable traits of a given culture 
or community; dress, speech patterns, rituals, symbols, etc.  These observations are made 
from our particular point of view and through our particular lenses of knowledge, 
awareness, and enculturation.  However, beneath these surface traits says Hiebert, are the 
core values, or worldview of that particular community or culture.  The beliefs, feelings 
and values that are attached to what can be observed on the surface represent the 
composite worldview.3   The observer may or may not understand the complexity and 
depth of that composite worldview and therefore misinterpret or superficially judge what 
is observed. 
 The missional leader therefore, must begin with the question “Through what lens 
am I seeing the world?”  How does my belief system, upbringing, education, and social 
conditioning influence my view of the world and how I observe a different reality?   This 
may seem elemental and remedial for those preparing for an overseas cross-cultural 
                                                 
2  Mark Lau Branson Memories, Hopes and Conversations: Appreciative Inquiry and Congregational  
Change (Herndon, VA:  The Alban Institute, 2004), 24. 
3 Paul G. Hiebert Anthropological Insights for Missionaries (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, ,1985), 29-56. 
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engagement.  The point is that missional leaders must begin to observe our own culture 
through a missionary lens.4  This is easier said than done. 
 Pastors ensconced in the day to day demands of ministry rarely make the time to 
ask this question.  After all, people need to be visited in the hospital, the primary Sunday 
School department needs a new coordinator, and the urinal in the men’s bathroom is 
leaking.  But this is the work, and the tension and resistance it creates is normal.  Yet, it 
must be challenged and confronted if pastoral leaders are to see beyond the silo of their 
own existence.  This too is a both/and proposition.  Neglecting the daily demands of 
ministry is done at the risk of one’s employment!  Nor is it accurate to begin assuming 
that what is “out there” is missional and what is done “in here” is maintenance.  That is a 
false dichotomy and can soon lead to a fatal misinterpretation of the missional journey.  
Understanding missional as the nature of the church, and not some program or budget 
line item, helps the leader avoid dismissing the difficult work of reorienting the way he or 
she sees the world around them.  When missional transformation is viewed as yet another 
program to improve attendance, boost the budget, and revive the pastoral leader, it can 
too easily be rejected out of hand.  Approached in this functional way, the focus of 
leadership and congregational life remains fixated on problem-solving and gap-filling.  Is 
it any wonder that pastors burn out when faced with this endless cycle of putting out fires 
and maintaining institutional survival?   
 This dilemma was played out in my own struggle with time management and 
ministry priorities at the beginning of my studies for a Doctor of Ministry degree. At the 
time, I was part of an ad hoc group exploring the need to provide transitional housing in 
our immediate area.  The director of the local social service agency kept telling the 
                                                 
4 Hunsberger and Van Gelder, eds., The Church Between Gospel & Culture, 291.  
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ministerium that this was one social safety net sorely lacking in our community.  I 
volunteered to head up the Steering Committee, collected data and got the first meeting 
organized. But I made it clear to the Steering Committee that come summer, when I 
begin my studies, I would need to drop out of this initiative. In my mind, I could not do 
both.  However, circumstances unfolded which prevented my replacement to continue in 
a leadership role.  The Steering Committee asked me to resume duties and I reluctantly 
agreed.  Ironically, or perhaps providentially, the third year focus of my studies was 
exactly this kind of community involvement we were doing in the transitional housing 
initiative!  I shutter to think how close I was to completely missing out on this 
engagement because of my jaded perspective on pastoral busyness.  Pastors can self-talk 
their way out of transformative experiences as well as any parishioner. No one questions 
that pastors are busy, but seldom does anyone bother to ask “Are you busy with the right 
things?” 
 The old English proverb “You can’t see the forest for the trees”5 is a reminder that 
fixating on the details narrows one’s focus to the point of losing perspective of the whole.  
So how exactly does one go about gaining a different view?  Ronald Heifetz’s metaphor 
of “getting on the balcony” is one corrective to this leadership limitation.6  From the 
balcony, the leader can see what is taking place on the dance floor—the patterns, rhythms 
and partners of the dance.  From this vantage point, the leader can also generate enough 
emotional distance to even make an observation.  Caught up in the day to day grind and 
details of the moment, the leader is too often reactive instead of responsive, too much a 
part of the emotional anxiety of the moment to rise above it.  With this mental image in 
                                                 
5 John Heywood The Proverbs and Epigrams of John Heywood, A.D. 1562 (Whitefish, MT: Kessinger 
Publishing, 2007) Part II, Chapter IV, 107. 
6 Heifetz and Linsky, Leadership on the Line, 53. 
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mind, the missional leader can begin to practice this discipline and movement.  The idea 
is never to get to the balcony and camp out there, as tempting as that may be.  Rather, it is 
to observe from the balcony often enough to re-enter the congregational system with a 
new perspective.  This is a rhythm and art form that must be learned, nurtured and 
practiced.  Pastors are trained and affirmed for the work done on the dance floor—the 
daily and weekly duties of congregational life. Worship planning, pastoral care, meetings, 
and program details fill our days, hijack our evenings and attempt to bring order to the 
chaotic lives of parishioners.  This is what pastors are paid to do.  But from the balcony, 
we learn to reflect on what we are doing and why.  Are we indeed busy with the right 
things?  Where is God in the midst of all this? How might we enter the lives of others 
with a missionary sensitivity and increased cross-cultural awareness of what lies beneath 
the surface of so much frenetic activity? 
 Alan Roxburgh describes this fundamental shift for pastors and churches as 
entering a state of liminality.7  Like the wandering children of Israel, once we leave the 
shackles of slavery in Egypt we cannot rush into a newly minted identity of a free and 
worshipping people in the Promised Land.  There is wilderness to be negotiated and 
tendered.  And this wilderness is as much about being as it is about place.  Liminality 
means threshold: no longer where you were, but not yet where you hope to be.  For 
pastoral leaders to lead missionally, they must first embrace, enter and experience their 
own liminality.  Robert Quinn drives this point home with disarming clarity, “Deep 
change at the collective level requires deep change at the personal level.  Organizational 
                                                 
7  Alan Roxburgh The Missionary Congregation, Leadership, & Liminality (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press, 
1997), 43. 
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change cannot occur unless we accept the pain of personal change.”8  This may reveal the 
heart of the matter.  Change is painful, and pastors receive enough wounding as it is, just 
by showing up.  So why go looking for more?  Because God is in the journey.  It was in 
the wilderness of exodus liminality that the children of Israel learned to worship Yahweh.  
Walter Brueggemann argues that the final form of the book of Exodus took shape in the 
midst of the Babylonian captivity.9  Without the security of the city walls, temple ritual 
and the assumption of God’s most favored nation status, the people of Israel were 
rendered mute when asked to “sing a song of Zion.”  “How can we sing the Lord’s song 
in a foreign land?” (Psalm 127).  They had to reach deep into their own history to an 
earlier time of liminality where Yahweh was profoundly present in the midst of the chaos 
and total disruption to what had been previously known and taken for granted.  The 
missional leader is invited into this pain and uncertainty of personal transformation with 
only the promise that God will sojourn with them. 
 Once the missional leader names and expresses the desire and willingness to 
move beyond their resistances and barriers of changing lenses, they must also count the 
cost.  In order to get beneath the surface traits of the observable habits and practices as 
pastoral leaders and begin to plumb the depths of their own core values, they need to 
understand and appreciate what is at stake.  Developing an openness to deep change 
means the leader must indeed entertain the possibility that change will occur.  Peter 
Berger calls this openness constestation. Using the example of inter-faith dialogue, he 
writes: 
                                                 
8 Robert Quinn Deep Change (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 1996), 193. 
9 Walter Bruegemann, New Interpreter’s Bible, Volume.I, The Book of Exodus (Nashville, TN: Abingdon 
Press, 1994), 680. 
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 Contestation means an open-minded encounter with other religious possibilities 
 on the level of their truth claims...Put differently again, to enter into interreligious 
 contestation is to be prepared to change one’s own view of reality.10  
 
While the missional focus is not specifically an interreligious conversation, the premise 
that we must be prepared to change our own view of reality rings true.  This is difficult 
work. Moving to an attitude of openness, where one’s own core values may not only be 
trifled with but shaken to the foundations requires diligence and prayerful preparation.  
What is being contested is the assumed priorities and focus of pastoral ministry shaped by 
modernity over decades of affirmation that this was expected and normal.  As pastoral 
leaders begin to not only think but to act missionally,  the practices of Dwelling with 
Scripture and keeping the Daily Office become two entry points into this next step of 
transformation. 
 Michael Polyani’s “indwelling” was the language employed by Lesslie Newbigin 
to challenge the common assumption among Western clergy that we must read the 
scriptures through our modern, scientific worldview.  Instead, Newbigin argues 
convincingly that we should approach our modern, scientific worldview from the 
perspective of scripture.11  Seen in this light, scripture becomes the primary narrative 
through which we begin to engage the world with different vision.  We begin to see the 
world through the eyes of Jesus.  Newbigin calls people of faith, including pastors, back 
to the scriptures as the primary starting point of an alternative worldview: 
 The gospel is not a set of beliefs that arise, or could arise, from empirical 
 observation of the whole human experience.  It is the announcement of a name 
 and a fact that offer the starting point for a new and life-long enterprise of 
 understanding and coping with experience.  It is a new starting point.12 
                                                 
10 Peter Berger The Heretical Imperative (Garden City, NY: Anchor Press, Doubleday, 1979), 167. 
11 Lesslie Newbigin Foolishness to the Greeks (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1986), 22. 
12  Ibid, 148. 
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One way of entering into this new starting point is the commitment to keep The Daily 
Office.  In the Anglican tradition, the Daily Office is a discipline of scripture reading, 
meditation and prayer.   R.R. Reno explains the Daily Office this way: 
 The purposes of the Daily Office are as Pentecostal as adventine, as 
 consummating as expectant. Awakened in prayer, we receive that which we hear.  
 Eyes open, we do not just see; we get up and go with Jesus (cf.Mark14:42).  Our 
 minds and hearts walk down the pathways of ancient prayers, many of which 
 defined the boundaries of Jesus’ own religious practice in the first century. Thus 
 do we live in Christ, and he in us.13  
 
At first blush this seems redundant and self-evident to the pastoral leader.  But notice the 
language of being in the midst of the discipline. This is about revisiting the formative 
relationship with God through dwelling with scripture and listening for God daily. “..we 
do not just see; we get up and go with Jesus.”  The doing is there it be sure, but it comes 
after we have seen what Jesus sees.  When we remain in our self-defined life-world of 
newspapers, church newsletters, annual reports, and even sermon preparation, we can 
side-step this transformative starting point of the scriptures.  M. Robert Mulholland 
articulates this important difference between reading scripture for information rather than 
reading scripture for spiritual formation: 
 This transformation is what can happen when we come to the scripture 
 formationally rather than informationally, when we allow the Word to address us 
 through the text, when we willingly take the posture of the object that the text 
 addresses rather than trying to control it.14 
 
For many weeks I struggled with the Daily Office. It felt like yet another artificial 
imposition on my already crowded schedule.  But the Daily Office was part of our 
assignment the first year in the Doctor of Ministry program so I did not have a choice.  
                                                 
13 R.R. Reno In the Ruins of the Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2002), 150. 
14 M. Robert Mulholland Shaped By The Word (Nashville, TN: Upper Room Books, 1985, 2000), 59. 
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Only months later, after sticking with it and continuing to show up for this encounter, did 
I come to realize the larger framework of what was taking place.  The point was not to 
ask “What can I get out of this?” which Mulholland refers to as our predilection for an 
economic, cost-benefit view of the world.  Rather, it was “What might God be saying to 
me through this discipline, this reading, this silence, this prayer?”  When we read the 
scriptures for information we want to know the meaning of the text so that we can apply 
it to our lives.  But we remain in control of this encounter and, wittingly or not, continue 
to treat the scriptures as a commodity—something we use and employ to our benefit.  
Dwelling with Scripture seeks to change the nature of this relationship.  It is we who 
show up in order to be used by the scriptures for the purpose God has in mind for us in 
the missio Dei. We become the commodity that God uses to give others a glimpse of the 
kingdom on earth as it is in heaven.  That is not possible if we continually hold the 
scriptures at arms length.  This encounter is not what we can get out of the scriptures, but 
what God can get out of us.  This will take time and careful listening.  And even the 
silence or the absence of any meaning or perceived relevance from the Daily Office can 
be instructive. “Even if no Word addresses you out of a given text on that day or week or 
month, the constant discipline of preparing yourself and entering into formational reading 
will itself be spiritually forming.”15  This is about moving into a different space where 
God can correct our vision.  Too often we pray for “eyes to see and ears to hear” but 
don’t really mean it. 
 A related discipline is to slow down and dwell with the same text for weeks or 
even months at a time.  This feels inefficient and redundant. What more can we possibly 
learn from a repeated reading of the same text? Notice the assumption behind the 
                                                 
15 Ibid, 61. 
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question.  We study scripture to learn something, to increase our biblical knowledge or to 
glean God’s personal word for us. Surprisingly, the deliberate lifting of any time 
constraints or the need to narrowly extract the perceived meaning from the text, frees the 
reader to truly be shaped by the word.  A helpful learning is listening to your own 
questions, complaints and resistances when dwelling with the same text over and over.  
Where does this resistance come from?  Why do we assume that the way we have always 
read scripture is the best way?  If we approach the scriptures with a critical and negative 
attitude, can God be at work within us?  Before we can invite others into this space where 
God can speak into our hearts and lives through the scriptures, we as leaders must lead by 
example and entertain our own transformation.  
 Another way to understand the ongoing transformation required of the missional 
leader is to examine Groome’s first three movements of a Shared Christian Praxis. 
Naming our present action, engaging in critical reflection on that action, and 
encountering the Christian story and vision, are relevant to this discussion. How is 
scripture used in my personal life and ministry?  Have I ever reflected on what I am 
doing with the scriptures and why?  How might God speak into my life and ministry in 
such a way that I am seeing and hearing differently?  The focusing activity, which in 
Groome’s typology sets the stage for the cycle of five movements, is something that 
awakens us to an examination of our present praxis.  In my case it was the convergence 
of our congregation launching into a deliberate vision process early on in my ministry.  I 
hardly had time to get my feet wet before the Church Council began planning for a 
comprehensive planning process for the next ten year cycle.  That certainly focused my 
attention!  But that does not mean I was ready to begin, let alone lead the missional 
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journey.  It was a gradual process of being exposed to new language and missional 
literature that opened me up enough to want more.  The beginning of my studies, coupled 
with the involvement with transitional housing mentioned above, also contributed to my 
personal readiness.  However, this was only the beginning of naming the surface traits of 
my pastoral leadership.  Much remained to be discovered, including the next two 
movements in Groome’s cycle.  A dialectical hermeneutic to appropriate the biblical 
story to my story, and a decision/response for lived Christian faith, had yet to take place.  
I resonated deeply with Alan Roxburgh’s observation that “We live in a culture that 
believes that having studied something, we have done it.”16  But this too was a necessary 
step along the transformational journey.  We can easily adopt the language of change 
before the change itself, if it ever occurs at all.  On the other hand, I was helped by 
Newbigin’s argument for an implicit trust in the transformation process that is shaped by 
God and the Christian community and tradition: 
 Like the scientist, the Christian believer has to learn to indwell the tradition.  Its 
 models and concepts are things which he does not simply examine from the 
 perspective of another set of models, but have to become the models through 
 which he understands the world.  He has to internalize them and to dwell in them.  
 And, as in the case of the pupil learning physics or mathematics, this has to be in 
 the beginning an exercise of faith.  He has to trust the tradition and trust the 
 teacher as an authorized interpreter of it.17 
 
It took months, if not years for me to see for myself what was taking place within me on 
the missional journey.  There were, and continue to be multiple iceberg moments--times 
when I thought I saw it clearly, but then was confronted with the sobering truth that 
ninety percent was still below the surface.  But gradually, as I kept showing up and 
trusting the process, the “indwelling” began to have an effect.   
                                                 
16 Roxburgh, The Missionary Congregation, Leadership and Liminality, 62. 
17 Lesslie Newbigin The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1989), 50. 
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 This observation leads to another important dynamic of gaining new vision as a 
missional leader, namely the need for outside perspective.  Within the first week of 
classes, the Missional Leadership Cohort was put into smaller working groups to become 
a support and sounding board for the remainder of our work.  After some adjustments, 
these sub-teams became a primary source of insight, reflection and support.  They 
allowed us to think out loud together, test ideas, and process information.  Leaders who 
are open to deep change and personal transformation should, by definition, have traveling 
partners, companions to think out loud with and enter into discernment. A useful tool 
called the 360 Degree Survey18 was employed to facilitate and garner honest information 
about one’s leadership preferences and tendencies. The first step is gathering data and 
comments about one’s leadership style from peers, superiors and those who report to you 
as a leader.  A cross section of congregational members is also included.  In addition to 
your own responses, these voices from above, below, and beside are designed to provide 
a composite picture of one’s leadership.  It was difficult not to be defensive and try and 
explain away the more critical comments.  But this forces us onto the balcony to see from 
another’s point of view how our dance moves as a leader look to them.  This too can be 
threatening work, both for the pastoral leader and participant.  Once the feedback data 
and report is in hand, follow-up interviews are arranged with a cross-section of survey 
respondents.  It took some intentional urging and permission-giving on my part as the 
pastoral leader to assure participants that giving honest feedback was expected and 
beneficial.  Why was this so difficult?  Many parishioners continue to have a pastor-
                                                 
18 See “Mission-Shaped Pastor/Leader Survey” at www.allelon.org 
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centered view of the church and church leadership.19  Rarely are they given an 
opportunity to actually come along side a pastoral leader and give counsel and share their 
insights into the pastoral role.  Yet without inviting others into this role, we continue to 
self-define our pastoral duties and priorities and will most likely default into what we are 
already doing.   
 One of the most important insights for me came from my co-pastor as we looked 
at the survey results relating to Leading People and Cultivating Growth.  As we worked 
through the questions and I invited her comments, she said that I seem more task oriented 
and don’t spend as much time with people without trying to accomplish something.  Can 
I just be with people and listen to the hungers of their hearts and help them by just 
listening?  She said it takes a lot to just be still and present with other people.  Can I let 
go of always having to accomplish something?  That was difficult to hear, but she was 
absolutely right.  My follow up commitment was to slow down, be less task oriented and 
more present to people while in conversation with them.   
 A layperson who I worked with regularly on one of the church committee’s said 
that I can be an intimidating presence in a committee meeting.  This caught me off guard 
and I asked her to elaborate.  She challenged me for using technical language, jargon and 
always needing to have the final word in a conversation.  It took courage for this person 
to share this with me, but again, she was absolutely right.  I had to think and reflect on the 
fact that how I say something in a group or committee setting is as important as what I 
say.  I made the commitment to be more attentive to this dynamic and to use less jargon 
and do more listening in those settings.  The survey created the vehicle for this critical 
feedback to happen. That was a gift, albeit a costly one to my ego.   
                                                 
19 Alan Roxburgh and Fred Romanuk The Missional Leader (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2006), 12. 
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 Randy, the master carpenter on the Porch Project, gave leadership to assessing the 
work to be done on the falling down porch.  Everyone could see that repairs were needed 
but we needed Randy’s vision and expertise to outline for us the extent of the damage and 
what would be needed to restore and renew it to usable condition.  Randy’s many years 
of experience in the carpentry trade coupled with his knowledge of time and materials, 
allowed him to estimate the total cost of the project—but it was only an estimate.  This is 
another dimension in the awareness stage of changing lenses as a pastoral leader.  You 
don’t really know what you are going to get into until you actually jump in and start the 
work.  The details of this phase will be examined in the following section on 
Deconstruction.  What is important to include here is the reality that we enter this work of 
missional transformation not knowing where exactly it will take us or what we might 
encounter along the way.  A leader who manages to get on the balcony may not like what 
they see.  The dissonance of observing what is going on and feeling powerless to affect 
change can immobilize us.  Our wise professors warned us numerous times, and 
especially early on, not to “go back and lay all this on your congregation!”  In a culture 
that measures success by what you do and how full your date book is, this restraint was 
difficult to exercise.  A leader who puts on a new pair of glasses to see the world through 
a different worldview will encounter blurred vision, disorientation, and feeling off-
balance.  A pastor who invites others in the congregation to give honest and direct 
feedback may go home wounded and wondering if the risk was worth it at the end of the 
day.  Transformation takes time with potentially hazardous risks along the way.  The 
alternative is to seek a “peace and pay” strategy in Quinn’s words.20  You do everything 
in your power to keep the peace in order to keep the paychecks coming.  This cost-benefit 
                                                 
20Quinn, Deep Change, 20-22. 
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mindset as mentioned earlier, is precisely the kind of captivity to our own dominant and 
presumed worldview that we need to examine and question.  Those who have eyes to see, 
let them see. 
 Changing lenses is not only about the missional leader seeing with more clarity 
and with a sharper focus.  It also means broadening our vision and understanding of the 
pastoral identity within the congregational system.  In the remaining sections, the role of 
leader in the work of deconstruction and rebuilding will also be examined.  That work is 
vitally connected and contingent upon what takes place in this first phase of awareness, 
discovery and personal change.  We cannot ask others to do what we ourselves have not 
done or are unwilling to try.  Randy didn’t have to do all the work, but he did know what 
tools to employ and at what time.  He had the capacity to anticipate the necessary phases 
and next steps of the porch project.  Missional leaders invite others into the journey as co-
workers and travel companions.  Learning becomes collaborative.  We raise our 
awareness through careful listening to the scriptures, the community and to one other.  
We deepen the well of our reliance on God’s leading by the power of the Holy Spirit, and 
the lived example of Jesus, into the world where God is already at work.  The missio Dei 
is after all God’s mission in the world, not ours.  Increased awareness and knowledge 
brings with it the responsibility to act on that awareness and knowledge.  We all agreed 
and could see that the porch was falling down, now what was to be done?   
 1 
CHAPTER 3 
KNOWING OUR STORIES 
 
 The Porch Project did not happen in isolation within the congregational system at 
Akron Mennonite Church.  A key component of raising awareness and readiness for 
missional transformation came about through a series of retreats, listening projects, 
extended discernment and reflection.  Knowing our own stories, both as individuals and 
collectively as a congregation, is an essential pre-requisite for understanding a liminal 
existence in a time of discontinuous change.  Knowing where we have been and 
identifying our strengths, weaknesses, successes and failures allows us to explore a 
missional future with eyes wide open. 
 We remain captives within a mental framework that has actually been broken.  
 We are like prisoners who could walk out of a prison because all that would 
 enclose us has been burst open, but we remain inside because we are asleep…this 
 is the time to wake up.1 
  
During the summer of 2001, the leadership at Akron Mennonite Church began to 
recognize the convergence of multiple nodal events that called for focused attention and 
planning.  A new lead pastor had just been called, the mortgage on the building would be 
paid off a year early, the congregation would complete the cycle of their ten year goals, 
and they would participate in the formation of a denominational merger at the national 
level. The word “missional” was in the air as Mennonite Church USA was in the nascent 
stages of formation and had made becoming a missional church one of its priorities.  
Leadership at Akron Mennonite Church began reading the book Missional Church: A 
Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America as they began to plan and prepare 
                                                 
1 Diogenes Allen as quoted in Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America 
Darrell L. Guder, editor (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 17. 
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for a Vision Retreat whose stated purpose what to “envision a preferred future, to answer 
the question, ‘What must we do differently to find and move towards God’s future for our 
congregation.’”2  While the influence of this book among pastoral and lay leaders is 
impossible to quantify, it is fair to say that immersing ourselves in the gospel and culture 
conversation had a leavening effect in the early stages of changing our mental 
framework.  The goal was to generate ideas among the participants and “imagine the 
most desirable, attainable future five years out, and then gather suggested ideas and 
formulate an action plan.”3  The work of the vision group would then be brought to the 
congregation for discernment for one or two sessions and then launch task forces to carry 
out the common vision recommendations.  Akron Mennonite Church was starting to 
wake up, but the mental framework was still very entrenched in the ten year goal and 
strategic planning framework.  Church members would generate a plan and ask God to 
bless it. 
 The Vision I retreat, held in January of 2002, brought together a representative 
cross-section of Akron Mennonite Church members, leaders and staff.  The weekend 
sessions were led by a member of the congregation who had recently completed a PhD in 
organizational management and his uncle, a retired Mennonite Seminary professor who 
had recently returned to the area.  One of the pastors opened each session with a bible 
study from Ephesians with discussion around table groups.  The same table groups were 
then led through a four-step process examining their experiences with the church 
beginning with the past, then the present (external and internal factors shaping the 
church), the future, and implementation.  A Steering Committee was formed with the 
                                                 
2 MEMO to Akron Mennonite Church Congregational Council from Council Executive Committee, 
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stated purpose of leading the congregation through this journey over a minimum of two 
years.  The ground rules for the retreat are instructive because they reflect a transitional 
mental framework.  Much of what happened at the retreat resembled Appreciative 
Inquiry.  On the other hand, the economic, outcome-based worldview of the participants 
and leaders was also evident.  Notice the language used in the list of Ground Rules from a 
retreat document generated by the two facilitators: 
 1. This conference is not about problem-solving the past, it is about developing 
 vision and structure for the future 
 2. Every idea and comment are valid and accepted as conference “data.”  People 
 need not agree.  Every contribution is written on flip charts. 
 3. It is a task-focused meeting. Every conference task has output, and all output is 
 recorded and discussed. 
 4. We stick to time. 
 5. The facilitators manage time and structure tasks.  There are no lectures or 
 “expert” input. 
 6. Participants are asked to speak the truth with love, listen first, and make it clear 
 what “hat” they are wearing. 
 7. Ideas must be treated like babies. 
 
 What had not taken place at this point was any deeper examination of our 
ecclesiology or core values as a congregation embedded in North American middle-class 
culture.  The technique of gathering data may have felt new and innovative, but what we 
did with that data, how we processed what we heard, and our implicit assumptions about 
the nature of the church were still very traditional and shaped by modernity.  Calling 
what we did “missional” does not make it so.  Notice also that the list said nothing about 
dwelling with scripture, listening for the voice of God, or waiting upon the Holy Spirit to 
inspire and guide us.  This was more our work than God’s. 
 The Vision I retreat however, did launch us on a journey that we are still 
traveling.  Four Focus Groups were formed after a report of the retreat was shared with 
the congregation.  A mixture of retreat participants and others within the congregation 
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formed these working groups.  Each was given the compilation of data collected from the 
retreat in the identified areas of exploration.  These working groups spent months 
dreaming, imagining, and generating proposals for action to bring to the congregation.  
What is instructive for this discussion is not the detailed content but the fact that the 
church had given itself permission to begin a process of exploration and imagination.  
But it wasn’t until the following year that something unplanned and unmanaged 
awakened us to a new level of awareness. 
 As stated earlier, the plan was to have one or two Sundays to hear the reports of 
the working Focus Groups.  The Steering Committee, comprised of the chairs of each 
Focus Group, a facilitator, and the co-pastors, met regularly to hear progress reports and 
plan the discernment time.  What became evident at the first discernment was that the 
Holy Spirit was moving this congregation into new, uncharted territory.  It became clear 
that one or two Sundays was wholly inadequate to process these reports and call it 
discernment.  We needed more time.  So the congregation decided to set aside three 
months of Sundays for extended discernment.  That was a movement of the Holy Spirit.  
Even the oldest members had a hard time remembering when this had last been done in 
the life of the congregation.  Eighty to ninety people came to each session, a larger 
percentage than on most discernment Sundays.  In the end, several initiatives were acted 
upon and transition committees set in motion.  Having both the awareness and the 
flexibility to engage in an extended time of discernment may be the most significant 
learning of the Vision I process. 
 Appreciative Inquiry with Charter Members at Akron Mennonite Church was the 
next event that heightened our awareness and readiness for missional transformation as a 
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congregation.  A listening team was formed and trained to serve as the facilitators and 
scribes for the process.  The charter members who are still living in the area and active in 
the congregation were given the questions in advance.  The questions were also shared 
with the congregation at large via the church newsletter.  This helped build momentum 
for the initiative so that when the results were reported, there was already some 
understanding of the conversation.  Most of the charter members are now in their 
seventies and eighties.  They have lived through the transition from the mother church 
(Monterey Mennonite), the initial house church gatherings, meeting in the Brownstown 
Fire Hall, and three building phases of the congregation at its present location.  
Considerable time was spent shaping and articulating the questions.  Using the book on 
Appreciative Inquiry (AI) by Mark Lau Branson4 as a guide, the questions are designed 
to invite participants to focus on the positive and life-giving memories of their past, what 
currently is going well that they want to retain and continue, and the hopes and dreams 
they have for the future.  The basic premise of Appreciative Inquiry is that what we focus 
on becomes reality. If congregations fixate on problem-solving and gap-filling, the 
problems and gaps become the primary focus.  But if that conversation can be shifted so 
that the focus is on where God has been at work and is working within the lives of 
members and collectively as a congregation, then the focus is centered on God’s 
formative activity and mission. 
 Appreciative Inquiry provides a means of forming congregational conversations 
 which reshape the interpretive work so that we pay attention to the most 
 generative and hopeful texts, practices and narratives.5 
 
                                                 
4 Branson Memories, Hopes and Conversations. 
5 Ibid, 24. 
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Changing the mental frameworks of a congregation is an equally daunting a task as trying 
to change the habits, practices and worldview of a pastoral leader.  Appreciative Inquiry 
is sometimes critiqued for glossing over and ignoring the negative side of an 
organization’s life or history.  If an organization only focuses on the positive and the life-
giving, when do the failures and hurts come to the surface?  The experience at Akron 
Mennonite Church with Appreciative Inquiry proved just the opposite.  The first question 
tapped into the wealth of wisdom and experience the charter members bring to the 
identity of the congregation.  They were asked: 
 When you think of the formation of Akron Mennonite Church, how did you 
 experience God at work in the process and what gave you hope for the future of 
 the church? As you remember those first years, what was most engaging and 
 powerful? 
 
The stories around table groups and summaries were shared with the entire group, were 
rich in information, anecdotes and gratitude.  They spoke of house church meetings to 
pray and discern God’s leading.  How the search for a meeting place landed them in the 
Brownstown Fire Hall. They spoke of the bittersweet parting with those who remained 
with the mother church and reminded one another of the rejection some of them 
experienced when worshiping in neighboring Lancaster Conference Congregations which 
held to a much stricter polity.  Even positive memories can be laced with loss and grief.  
Yet, when members are invited into a safe place to remember and reflect on their past and 
where God was at work among them, the narratives shared are honest and transparent.  
Memories are incredibly powerful and a church’s history is always operative in the way 
congregations make decisions, prioritize the budget, and select leaders. Who we are is 
deeply shaped by where we have been. 
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 The second AI question  asked about God in the midst of congregational change: 
 Since 1959 you have participated in numerous changes -- ways that God worked 
 among us to deepen our faith and faithfulness. Tell us about one or two times 
 when you believe the church was responsive to God's initiatives in renewing or 
 deepening or challenging us -- and what was the result? Who was involved and 
 what happened? 
 
A dominant theme surfaced on how the early members worked through the 
cultural/theological issues facing the Mennonite church in the early 1960s in Lancaster 
County, Pennsylvania.  Responding to the issue of divorce and remarriage was a 
significant challenge for the young Akron church.  One person observed how they 
learned the importance of working through a difficult issue before an actual case arose.  
Other boundary issues included wearing wedding rings, head coverings for women, 
women in leadership, re-baptism, becoming a dual-conference congregation, and facing 
public opposition on issues of war and peace.  Finding land to buy, breaking ground and 
completing the first building project were mentioned as highlights.  Others saw God at 
work as this group stayed together through conflicts and affirmed the absence of 
negativity as the church evolved.  The formation of Community Mennonite Church of 
Lancaster as a daughter church of Akron helped charter members appreciate the mixed 
feelings their mother church at Monterey Mennonite felt at their parting. 
 Four common themes emerged as the focus shifted to church life today in the 
third question: 
 
 As a founder you have a unique perspective on our church today. In all of our 
 relationships and ministries, what is currently most encouraging and hopeful for 
 you? What are the most important signs of God's grace? 
 
The large number of children and youth presently in the church is a sign of hope, as are 
strong programs and opportunities for leadership.  Being a church that is open-minded 
and accepting is seen as a strength of Akron Mennonite Church with a caring, warm 
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fellowship and the ability to work through controversies with grace.  Worship is 
important and nourishing, especially the music.  Leadership was affirmed among younger 
members who are actively taking responsibility for congregational life and ministry.  
Different generations are present and involved. Prayer ministry is much appreciated as is 
community involvement.  By focusing where God’s grace was present and active, the 
collective mindset begins to shift from anxiety over the budget and the absence of young 
adults to what is going well, and affirming the God-given life that is present and active. 
 It is helpful at this juncture to remember that raising congregational awareness 
and reclaiming congregational stories and memories that shaped them is more than data 
gathering.  Branson argues that:  
 Appreciative Inquiry cannot be well understood or practiced if it is seen just as a 
 strategy for change or a method of research…Rather, AI provides an 
 organization-wide mode for initiating and discerning narratives and practices that 
 are generative (creative and live giving).6 
 
Appreciative Inquiry is not a once and done event but a way of engaging segments of the 
congregation or larger gathering in an intentional way of listening and reflecting. As an 
ongoing and available method of claiming and discerning our own narratives, 
Appreciative Inquiry has continued to serve the congregation in multiple ways.  Sessions 
were held with small group leaders, Congregational Council and those aged sixty-five 
and older.  Awareness, discovery and imagination become the watchwords of this early 
step toward missional transformation. 
 Intimately connected to raising awareness and knowing our own stories is the 
dynamic of the congregation’s ecclesiology.  It is beyond the scope of this chapter to 
provide a full treatment of Akron Mennonite Church’s identity as an Anabaptist-
                                                 
6 Branson, 19. 
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Mennonite congregation within Mennonite Church USA.  But it is cogent to the 
discussion in that many sister congregations across the denomination have linked 
becoming missional with giving up the Mennonite label or seeing Anabaptism as a 
hindrance to missional transformation.7  Participants at the Vision I retreat articulated and 
affirmed that being an Anabaptist-Mennonite congregation was a core value and non-
negotiable.  At the same time, they expressed a desire to connect more intentionally with 
the local community and being Mennonite was perceived by some to be a hindrance. This 
tension and apparent contradiction continues to surface in multiple settings within our 
congregation, the middle judicatories of the denomination, and at national gatherings of 
Mennonite Church USA.  Akron Mennonite Church is situated in the Free Church model 
and the Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition.  Karkkainen writes “Though the Free churches 
from early on have wanted to ground their faith in the revelation of God in the Bible, they 
have still wanted to claim an unmediated access to God, apart from human-made 
prerequisites such as special ministry, sacraments or liturgies.”8  Within the Free Church 
model are the “Believer’s Church” traditions, including the Anabaptists emerging in the 
radical reformation as neither Catholic nor Protestant.  Membership is voluntary and 
leads to an understanding of adult or believer’s baptism.  An emphasis on the priesthood 
of all believers counters clericalism within leadership and empowers each member to 
give witness to his or her faith in all aspects of life.  The early Anabaptists had a zeal for 
witness and announcing the reign of God among all who would listen despite severe 
                                                 
7 “Mennonite Church Changes Its Name To Sandy Hill Community Church” by Francine Fulton . The 
Penny Saver: Conestoga Valley & Pequea Valley edition, April 26, 2006. Engle Printing and Publishing 
Company, Mount Joy, PA. 
8 Veli-Matti Karkkainen, An Introduction to Ecclesiology: Ecumenical, Historical & Global Perspectives. 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press,  2002), 62. 
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persecution and a resulting theology of martyrdom.  Those migrating to North America, 
however began a more set-apart sectarian existence, eventually becoming known as “the 
quiet in the land.”  The World Wars pushed Mennonites off the farms and rural 
communities into the cities and overseas assignments for alternative service.  A renewed 
interest in missions and service flourished until the disestablishment of the 1960s. 
 At the spring, 2007 gathering of Mennonite missional leaders, Mennonite Mission 
Network President, Stanley Green asked a provocative question. “Does being Anabaptist 
get in the way of being missional?”  This was and is an important consideration as 
Mennonite Church USA enters its sixth year as a denomination with a decidedly 
missional focus and intention.  In response I suggested that we first need to make a 
distinction between a Mennonite expression of an Anabaptist history and theology.  What 
we see on the surface as Mennonites does not always translate the essence of our 
Anabaptist theology.  Mennonites have been profoundly affected by the predominant 
culture in which we practice our faith.  The forces of individualism, the modern scientific 
world view, consumerism, racism and a popular assumption that the church depends on 
the state for its freedom and security has infected our thinking as much as other 
denominations. But that does not mean our Anabaptist theology is therefore flawed and 
compromised.  Revisiting our own core stories of how this movement was different from 
the other Reformation movements helps the denomination and local congregations 
reclaim their own heritage and theological underpinnings. 
 Anabaptist core values call the Mennonite Church to another way in contrast to 
the dominant cultural norms. And ironically, these core beliefs and practices have 
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become a key point of reference in the ongoing gospel and culture conversation outside 
of the Mennonite tradition. For example, 
• Anabaptist theology articulates the important distinction between church and 
state.  While we “seek the welfare of the city” where we are situated, we do so 
with a voice compelled by the dictates of the gospel that transcend national 
boundaries.  We are “God and world” Christians.  
• Anabaptist theology assumes a church existence on the margins.  Postmodernism 
has displaced the once central role of the Christendom church in the public 
square. Because Anabaptists started on the margins (hence the radical 
Reformation) they can articulate a theology of church comprised of “sojourners, 
strangers, and exiles in the world.”  
• Anabaptist theology assumes that following Christ in life is the starting point of 
living out an active faith. Keeping Christ at the center of worship and 
discipleship shapes a missional identity. The distinction is blurred between a 
private faith and a public life.  Ideally this core identity is transparent in everyday 
living.  
• Anabaptist theology sees nonviolence as reflecting the character of God as 
revealed in Jesus. The promise of resurrection informs a nonviolent approach to 
situations of conflict, restorative justice, and seeking right relationships between 
God, other human beings, and creation. 
 As a leader within our congregational system, I have made it a priority to 
integrate our ecclesiology with our emerging missional identity.  I believe that being 
Anabaptist is missional if the distinctions outlined above can be nuanced.  We turn now 
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to another tool of missional discovery utilized at the Vision II retreat held in early 
February of 2006.   
 The Missional Readiness Survey, designed by the Missional Leadership Institute, 
helps congregations determine their place along the missional transformation continuum.  
This research tool: 
 …identifies where a congregation is located on a spectrum of change indicators 
 and provides key information about its readiness to engage in missional 
 transformation and the appropriate place to initiate such change. It is also 
 designed to create dialogue that gets at the issues blocking missional 
 transformation.9 
 
The questionnaire was given to a cross section of the congregation with careful attention 
paid to age, gender, and levels of responsibility.  The results were presented at a second 
Vision Retreat.  Each session began with dwelling with scripture, a practice that has been 
introduced and embraced by church members in multiple settings.  Luke 10:1-12 was the 
focus text.  After sharing the global view of the survey results, table groups zeroed in on 
the focus areas.  They sifted through the detailed material from the survey results which 
was bundled together in advance.  The Akron Mennonite Church survey results showed a 
fairly healthy system. The church was not in crisis mode, and scored relatively well 
across the board. Retreat participants dug deeper into the areas that were identified as 
good points of entry for further discussion and action. There was some confusion on why 
the focus was on these particular areas and not others.  Some of the conversations based 
on the survey seemed forced and not really in tune with where the front burner issues 
were for the church at the time. At one point, a prominent leader asked “Where is all this 
headed?’  Anticipating this outcome-based question, slides were shared on the 
                                                 
9 See “Mission-Shaped Church Survey” at www.allelon.org 
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monologue versus trialogue between church, gospel and culture (see Appendix).  This 
proved beneficial and seemed to answer many questions in people’s minds. A photo of an 
iceberg was shown with an explanation of predictable “ice-berg moments” of perception 
along the missional journey.   
 The final table group assignment was to identify an adaptive change challenge 
emerging from their survey work, and what they thought most important for the church to 
be wrestling with at this time.  The results were mixed, but themes that had emerged in 
earlier settings with Appreciative Inquiry work with charter members, and discussions 
during Congregational Council, surfaced again here.  That was both affirming and 
frustrating. It was affirming since this was a different way of approaching the challenges 
which came by way of the survey data and dwelling with the Luke 10 passage.  If 
anything, this exercise helped confirm and sharpen the congregation’s most urgent 
adaptive change challenges.  Most frustrating was the disconnect between the earlier 
Appreciative Inquiry work and the survey results.  At many points along the way it felt 
static and artificial.  Conversations weren’t unfolding as they had around the AI 
discussions.  In some cases, table groups just didn’t get it. The questions or assumptions 
(which were frequently reviewed with the prepared slides) still wasn’t connecting for 
them.  As a result, their list of adaptive changes were more technical and programmatic in 
nature.  Some of the table groups did comprehend it, and the groups led by those who had 
exposure to the missional process before, really made a difference in how the weekend 
and resulting data was received. 
In the early stages of raising congregational awareness and mining the richness of 
the church’s narrative, it is helpful to try multiple methods and approaches.  The four-step 
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process at the Vision I retreat was different from the Appreciative Inquiry done with 
charter members and other groups. The congregational survey generated a third set of 
data and was somewhat less effective in generating momentum and energy for missional 
change.  But as mentioned above, even dissonance can be helpful in understanding 
liminality and a shifting framework for missional engagement.  This event also began 
bringing together the voice of the biblical narrative with that of the congregation.  
Someone mentioned that since this process began with the first Vision retreat that the 
church has done more with bible study and dwelling with scripture than ever before in the 
life of the congregation. It is also noteworthy to document the effect that anxiety plays in 
the discovery phase of missional transformation.  The Vision II retreat was nearly 
hijacked by the concern over the upcoming discernment about a building expansion 
proposal.  This will be detailed in a later section, but suffice it to say that this dynamic 
had an impact on the discussion.  There needs to be some modicum of stability for a 
congregation to engage in creative and imaginative work.  On the other hand it is also 
true that it is precisely in times of crisis that God can be heard most clearly.  If anything, 
all of the awareness exercises simply help congregations recognize and name the fact that 
they are in a liminal space.  That alone makes the effort worth pursuing.  Shortly after the 
second Vision retreat it was brought to the Congregational Council’s attention that it had 
not yet generated a new set of ten year goals.  One insightful observation to this statement 
by a Council member was that no one really missed them!  Another said “I didn’t know 
we even had ten year goals!”  The action, or in this case the deliberate inaction on the 
part of Council to set aside that model of congregational activity, was an important step 
toward operating in another way.  Bravely, the Council simply affirmed and read into the 
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minutes that the goal of the congregation for the time being is to move toward God’s 
future of becoming a missional church.  This was a significant moment of awareness 
toward embracing an adaptive change challenge rather than pursing technical fixes. 
 What makes a problem technical is not that it is trivial; but simply that its solution 
 already lies within the organizations’ repertoire.  In contrast, adaptive pressures 
 force the organization to change, lest it decline.10  
 
 What emerged as the identified adaptive change challenge for Akron 
Mennonite Church was how to articulate a clear mission and identity in the local 
community.  The church since its inception has always championed wanting to be a 
“community church.”  This was a clear remembrance from the charter members.  Yet 
nothing was articulated in the initial mission statement of the church, nor in the 
membership expectations of the church that would enable or expect members to make 
this connection with the community.  In the twenty-fifth anniversary booklet of Akron 
Mennonite Church we find this desire clearly addressed as it relates to choosing a name 
for the new congregation in Akron: 
The group agreed that it wanted to be a community church. The feeling was 
 expressed by some that the name Mennonite should be eliminated if we wanted to 
 have our membership growth from both Mennonite and non-Mennonite 
 individuals.  Our final conclusion was that the name Mennonite should be 
 included and that we still could be a community church.11 
 
Emerging from the Vision I retreat was a Focus Group called “Across the Street and 
Around the World.”  It is a fascinating document to review at this juncture because the 
rhetoric of wanting to connect with the local community is quite articulate.  Akron 
Members know how to say the right things about the local community. Still, there was no 
                                                 
10 Heifetz and Linsky, Leadership on the Line, 18. 
11 Ura Gingerich, author, chapters 1-7, Twila Miller, editor. Akron Mennonite Church: Twenty-five Years, 
October 1959-September 1984, self-published. 4 
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inculsion of how and more importantly why this connection should happen.  Using 
outcome and results-based language, a Focus Group document dated January 26, 2003 
states:   
• Outcome: Take a personal inventory and enhance our self-understanding as 
everyday missionaries.  Identify mission fields in our lives, be conscious of how 
we are preaching the good news in our present lives, be conscious of what is 
preventing us from being more faithful. 
 
• Outcome: Reach out to neighbors in our community.  Expand Diamond Street 
Early Childhood Center’s role as a mission to our local community, intentionally 
engage residents of the new Tobacco Road development, and contribute to 
alleviating poverty in our backyards. 
 
•  Outcome: Identify and promote channels for active Christian peacemaking by 
AMC and its members. Witness for peacemaking in neighborhoods and 
workplaces, public witness for peacemaking, support for AMC members who 
dedicate a portion of their lives to ministries of peacemaking, use of and emphasis 
on “peaceful classroom curriculum” by DSECC. 
 
• Outcome: As a congregation, recognize and affirm missional involvements of our 
members so that others will be encouraged. Moments in Mission and Moments in 
Peacemaking during worship, commissioning individuals and groups to carry out 
missional involvements with the blessing of AMC.   
 
• Outcome: Explore planting another church. New church in another urban area, 
“Church within a church” (e.g. immigrant community), partnering with an older 
church, partnering with a sister congregation or others.   
 
• Outcome: Measure the share of our energies, time and resources devoted to 
outward mission and, if appropriate, increase that share to reflect our 
congregational identity as a missional church.  
 
 Much of what was articulated the church already knew how to do as a 
congregation.  That confirms the definition of a technical solution cited earlier.  This 
group also was given an impossibly large spectrum of agenda, from addressing local 
poverty, to evangelism, peacemaking and church planting.  It was too broad in scope and 
moved little beyond the talking and dreaming stage.  This group did not have a specific 
proposal adopted during the extended discernment time with the congregation.  Several 
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initiatives articulated here did come to life and in some cases are still in operation. One 
phrase in particular stands out as emblematic of how disconnected the desire to connect 
with the local community was from having any sort of theology or framework to actually 
begin doing this work.  It was said under the desired outcome of reaching out to 
neighbors in our community that Akron Mennonite Church members should “contribute 
to alleviating poverty in our backyards.”  This report, like so many that had gone before, 
was filed away in a notebook and shelved. The Focus Group had studied, prayed and 
dreamed, but they did not know how to take the next steps.  That would come much later 
on the missional journey. 
 Since this stated desire to connect with the local community emerged yet again 
from the Vision II retreat, a different kind of Focus Group was formed to explore the 
areas of Mission, Identity and Community (MIC).  This second group committed itself to 
dwell with Mathew 5:13-16 where Jesus tells his followers that they are salt, light and a 
city on a hill. Each member committed themselves to dwelling with the text daily, and it 
was the starting point each time the group met during second hour on Sunday mornings.  
They went deep into the tension of Akron Mennonite Church’s desire to be a community 
church yet wanting to retain a core identity as an Anabaptist-Mennonite Church. They 
explored the case study of a sister church within the Atlantic Cost Conference, an area 
judicatory of Mennonite Church USA, that imported a community outreach model from 
Willow Creek.  The pastor of this historic Anabaptist congregation managed to leverage 
the church to drop the name Mennonite to become a “community” church.  The MIC 
group went deep into the biblical metaphors and got beyond the worn out surface 
understanding of salt being a flavoring or preservative, light emanating from a lighthouse, 
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and a city on a hill model that presumes our task is to attract people to our building and 
programs. This group knew how to articulate what Akron Mennonite Church did not 
want to become, and kept wrestling with how to address the adaptive change challenge 
that had been lingering for so long in the life of the congregation.  What was missing 
from this setting was the third side of the missional trialogue.  Here the group was, 
meeting in the pastor’s study, dwelling with scripture and the biblical metaphors that 
would profoundly shape and guide the church and trying to figure out how to connect 
with the local community.  The group was still seeing through a glass darkly.  Now it is 
so obvious that it is embarrassing to admit!  How can the church ever hope to connect 
with the local community if it never goes out into the local community and finds out what 
is going on there?  That in fact would happen, but it illustrates how well-intentioned 
congregations can repeatedly spin their wheels and wonder why they never get out of the 
rut.  This was a cul-de-sac moment of awareness.  The church was moving, and that 
movement was easily affirmed and blessed.  The discovery was that just driving around 
in circles does not mean the church is missional.  The adaptive change challenge for 
Akron Mennonite Church was how to get back out on the road toward a missional future. 
 In summary, congregational systems can change, but it is a very challenging 
undertaking.  The missional leader must first do his or her own work of deepening their 
well of knowledge and understanding of how organizations and people change.  In the 
helpful book Diffusion of Innovations, Everett Rogers identifies the adopter categories as 
ideal types.  They are: Innovators, Early Adopters, Early Majority, Late Majority, and 
Laggards.12  The narratives interspersed among the quantitative data of his research put 
faces and lived experience to his theories.  Missional leaders in congregations must 
                                                 
12 Everett M. Rodgers Diffusion of Innovations (New York: The Free Press, Fourth Edition, 1995), 263-65. 
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always be aware that their congregations are full of people across the spectrum of adopter 
types. Technique-driven churches have a tendency of adopting the next big thing coming 
down the pike marketed for churches. Like Akron’s sister church who imported 
wholesale the Willow Creek marketing approach, this cycle seems never ending.  
Effecting change that examines a congregation’s basic framework and worldview rather 
than tweaking the surface traits in a never ending cycle, is what missional transformation 
hopes to accomplish.  Getting to this level of awareness requires deep change on the part 
of leadership. It requires a deliberate revisiting of the approach and engagement with the 
biblical story and an openness to the leading of God’s spirit and direction.  Naming and 
studying a desired outcome or a preferred future is simply not enough.  Without the 
willingness or intentional examination of the underlying frameworks within the 
congregational system, change remains superficial.   
 Teaching the difference between technical and adaptive change to the 
Congregational Council was a turning point in congregational awareness. Searching for 
concrete illustrations within our vision work led to the understanding that much of what 
we had done to date was technical in nature.  On the other hand, some of the vehicles that 
were created or the practices introduced, set the stage for adaptive change and missional 
transformation.  As mentioned earlier, the awareness and discovery stage of self-
assessment is a both/and journey.  You cannot cease all that you are currently doing by 
way of program and congregational life.  But you can give permission to try new ideas 
and begin experimenting. The church can take steps to help create the environment for 
adaptive change challenges to be named and discerned. The remainder of this paper will 
attempt to demonstrate how this is done.  The previous chapter articulated the critical role 
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of leadership in raising missional awareness and understanding both personally and 
professionally.  This chapter examined the challenges of awakening a congregation to 
adaptive change and a liminal existence.  Next we turn to an understanding and nurture of 




LISTENING TO OUR COMMUNITY 
 
After this the Lord appointed seventy others and sent them on ahead of him in pairs to 
every town and place where he himself intended to go. 2He said to them, ‘The harvest is 
plentiful, but the labourers are few; therefore ask the Lord of the harvest to send out 
labourers into his harvest. 3Go on your way. See, I am sending you out like lambs into 
the midst of wolves. 4Carry no purse, no bag, no sandals; and greet no one on the road. 
5Whatever house you enter, first say, “Peace to this house!” 6And if anyone is there who 
shares in peace, your peace will rest on that person; but if not, it will return to you. 
7Remain in the same house, eating and drinking whatever they provide, for the labourer 
deserves to be paid. Do not move about from house to house. 8Whenever you enter a 
town and its people welcome you, eat what is set before you; 9cure the sick who are 
there, and say to them, “The kingdom of God has come near to you.” 10But whenever 
you enter a town and they do not welcome you, go out into its streets and say, 11“Even 
the dust of your town that clings to our feet, we wipe off in protest against you. Yet know 
this: the kingdom of God has come near.” 12I tell you, on that day it will be more 
tolerable for Sodom than for that town. -Luke 10:1-12 (NRSV) 
 
 
 Dwelling with Scripture was introduced to Akron Mennonite Church by Lois 
Barrett in the summer of 2003. She was the guest speaker for the Adult Vacation Bible 
School sessions and was part of the writing team for the Gospel and Our Culture network 
book Treasure in Clay Jars: Patterns in Missional Faithfulness.1  She began each of her 
six presentations by inviting someone in the gathering to read the scripture text aloud, 
and it was the same text each time.  By the third session someone had the courage to ask 
“What more can we possibly learn from this same passage?”  Lois was prepared for such 
resistance.  When scripture is seen as a commodity, an “it” that we control for our use 
and application, we quickly tire of a repeated visitation.  No one in the church argues the 
centrality of the Bible in congregational life.  And that, says Barrett, is precisely the 
problem.  “It is, in short, possible to be Bible-centered and not wholeheartedly 
                                                 
1 Lois Y. Barrett et al Treasure in Clay Jars: Patterns in Missional Faithfulness (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2004). 
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missional.” 2  As mentioned in the previous chapters, this is one of the framework shifts 
that needs to take place both within the missional leader and among the congregation as a 
whole.  We need to spend enough time with a text to let it form and shape us.  We need to 
ask different questions as we live with the text and develop a missional hermeneutic.3 
 Dwelling with Scripture was then introduced the next Fall as an essential part of 
Discipleship Hour for adults.  Each adult gathering at Akron was asked to include 
Dwelling with Scripture as a core practice.  Teachers were given an orientation to this 
practice and some outlines of a missional hermeneutic.  The Pastoral Team (Co-pastors 
and deacons) began Dwelling with Scripture for the first half hour of every meeting.  
Small Group leaders were trained and invited to introduce it among their groups.  
Eventually, Dwelling with Scripture was introduced and incorporated into the regular 
agenda of Congregational Council.  What does this have to do with listening to our 
community?  Everything! 
 The Appendix illustrates the church-centered monologue so prevalent among 
North American congregations.  Scripture is used to prop up a personal and private faith 
and typically read as a prelude to the sermon in worship.  A missional hermeneutic argues 
that scripture is about God forming a people to be sent as witnesses into the world.  The 
New Testament is approached as a missionary document.  The immediate audience 
within the story are joined by the readers of the Gospel and Epistles at the time of their 
writing and circulation, and now us as disciples and apostles in formation.  In the 
missional trialogue (Appendix), scripture also “reads us” and our cultural context.  We 
                                                 
2 Ibid, 60. 
3 Brownson Speaking the Truth in Love;  Part I in David J. Bosch Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts 
in Theology of Mission (New York, NY: Maryknoll, 1998); Lesslie Newbigin Foolishness to the Greeks: 
The Gospel and Western Culture (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1986);  Lesslie Newbigin The Gospel in a 
Pluralist Society (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1989). 
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are critiqued and judged and challenged to live into the reign of God as revealed in the 
Biblical narrative and incarnational witness of Jesus Christ.  The social-science 
understanding of the early church is especially helpful in discovering parallels to living 
missionally in today’s world.4  Only as the church begins to embrace an inherent 
understanding that they are a sent people, that everyone in the church is a missionary, and 
that mission is not just the work of a committee but the very nature of the church, does 
scripture emerge as an essential book of the church.  Instead of an answer book for life’s 
hurts and challenges, the Bible becomes the orientation manual for missionaries.  Seen in 
this light, Dwelling with Scripture is a necessary precursor to entering the community 
with eyes to see and ears to hear. 
 The convergence of this newly introduced practice at Akron Mennonite Church 
and a deliberate listening assignment in the community eventually led to the engagement 
of the Porch Project.  Twenty community interviews we conducted by this writer from 
March through July of 2006.  A list of potential persons to interview was generated but 
not rigidly followed.  It was a distinct advantage to both live and work in the borough of 
Akron.  With a population of just over 4,000 people, the town I call home is more 
complex than I initially imagined. 
Many interviews were opportunistic or suggested to me by a previous 
interviewee.  Several were chosen by profession or position: school principal, police 
chief, mayor, newspaper editor, etc.  Others were by proximity: a visitor to Akron 
Mennonite Church from the new Tobacco Road development, my neighbor across the 
                                                 
4 Bruce J. Malina and Richard L. Rohrbaugh Social-Science Commentary on the Synoptic Gospels 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1992); Bruce J. Malina and Richard L. Rohrbaugh Social-Science 
Commentary on the Gospel of John (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1998); Bruce J. Malina and John J. 
Pilch  Social-Science Commentary on the Letters of Paul (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2006). 
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street, the caretaker of the nearby assisted living home, a person walking his dog in the 
park.  In each case I tried hard to set aside my own agenda, to ask open-ended questions, 
and to listen carefully. 
 I had not followed a particular formula to try and balance out who I would 
interview.  A simple breakdown, however, may reveal the local demographics, my own 
bias, and ease of access.  Fifteen of those I interviewed were male, six were female.  One 
interview was with two people which accounts for the extra person in the total. Only two 
were people of color.  Twelve interviewees live or work in Akron, five in Ephrata, one in 
Lancaster City and two outside the County (West Chester, PA and New York City).  
There was a relatively good cross section of ages, income levels and professions.  Once I 
got past my initial resistance, I began to enjoy these conversations and what I was 
learning both about the community and about myself. 
 In almost every case, I met the person being interviewed on their turf or in a 
neutral place.  One took place at the church at the insistence of the person being 
interviewed.  I met people in their offices, homes, place of business, the park, on the front 
porch, at the kitchen table, in restaurants, and in my home.  The important focus was the 
conversation.  I normally started with “Tell me what life is like for you here?” or “What 
are the pushes and pulls of your position?” Normally that is all that it took for a great 
conversation to unfold.  I always asked permission to take notes, assured them of 
confidentiality, and that my notes would get limited circulation.  It was helpful to capture 
particular words and phrases that helped reveal the underlying narrative, theme, or insight 
they were sharing. 
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One conversation was particularly disturbing, revealing and transformative.  It 
was a breakthrough moment of awareness and insight, and continued to have far reaching 
implications for the church’s engagement with the local community.  The Principal of 
Akron Elementary School said that 26% of her students are from families are at, or below 
the poverty line.  This fact, more than any other lit a fire of interest that continues to burn.  
Who are these families?  Where do they live?  How did Akron Elementary School 
transition from being the elite elementary school among the five in the district, to the one 
with the most poverty-level students and families?  And most disturbing, how did the 
church miss this?  Many of the subsequent conversations and interviews keyed off of this 
one and additional information about the school is addressed in chapter seven.  I also met 
with the President and Vice-President of the Akron Elementary Parent-Teacher 
Organization.  They said “No one has ever called the PTO asking ‘How can we help?’”  I 
spoke with the police chief, a local realtor, and the mayor with this conversation echoing 
in my soul.  Our oldest son and our daughter both attended Akron Elementary.  This is a 
school located less than a half mile from Akron Mennonite Church.  Our Diamond Street 
Early Childhood Center picks up after-school care students there every day.  How did we 
miss this? 
 As the principal was talking I had a vision of the ten churches located in Akron.  
In a two mile stretch from Akron Mennonite Church on one end of town to Hope United 
Methodist on the other, there are ten congregations serving the Akron Community and 
not one of these churches knew about the influx of poverty students at the Elementary 
School.  I saw ten silos lined up neatly along Main Street.  They all have fine buildings, 
fine pastors, fine budgets, and fine programs.  But no one is looking or listening outside 
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of those silos. The power of simply going in and asking “What is life like for you as the 
Principal of Akron Elementary School?” was such an eye-opener.  The ongoing 
implications of this conversation are developed in the interpretive section below.  This 
exercise more than any other has propelled me and the congregation into an area that has 
had far-reaching implications.  The sad thing is it took an assignment for it to happen. 
 This disturbing discovery led to the formation of a Listening Ministry Team as 
mentioned in chapter one, to continue imagining ways to engage the local community.  
Fourteen people committed themselves to dwelling with Luke 10:1-12 daily on their own, 
and weekly as the group gathered.  This account of Jesus sending out the seventy into the 
towns and villages where he himself intended to go became the point of reference for this 
work.  As the group began to go deeper into the text, they also began to see themselves as 
those being sent.  Simultaneous with the start-up of this group was a preaching series on 
hospitality.  These sermons drawn from both Old and New Testament narratives also 
greatly informed and prompted the leading of the Spirit among this group.  Week after 
week the text formed within the Listening Ministry Team an awareness and desire to 
enter as guests in our local community.  That was a new and transformative thought.  
What did it mean for us to leave behind our baggage when Jesus says “take no purse, no 
bag, no sandals”?   Could we really go to neighbors and simply ask them to share about 
their life and not ask them to church?   
 Long after my paper was written and the report of the twenty interviews 
completed, I received an e-mail from a Homes of Hope mentor saying that Michelle has 
finally agreed to meet with me.  Michelle was one of the successful participants in the 
transitional housing ministry I was involved with in the community.  Since only the 
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mentors and social workers actually meet the residents, I needed to work through 
Michelle’s mentor to set up an interview.  I became aware of how important it was for me 
to model what I had been encouraging the Listening Ministry Team to do: simply to and 
listen to people in the community.  As I pulled up to Michelle’s apartment and grabbed 
my notebook and pen as I had done twenty times before during the community 
interviews, it suddenly occurred to me that I had to change course.  I looked at that 
notebook and realized that this was my baggage, my purse, bag and sandals.  It 
represented my need to get something out of this conversation.  Taking notes represented 
my literacy, my education, my agenda.  The notebook and pen made the conversation 
uneven, lopsided, and skewed.  I decided then and there to leave it on the front seat of the 
car. 
 Entering Michelle’s home was like entering a different world.  Her two children 
greeted me at the door.  She invited me to sit down in the darkened living room, curtains 
drawn, the TV blaring, while she juggled something on the stove, her young daughter in 
her one arm and the telephone in the other.  I asked Michelle to tell me about her life, 
how things were going.  She shared how her car kept breaking down, issues with the 
babysitters being late which caused her to be late for work.  One more tardy arrival and 
she would lose her job.  She spoke of how hard it was to make all her meetings for AA 
plus keep the kids fed and cared for.  Just then her brother phoned from prison on a pre-
paid phone card, so she had to take the call.  I offered to read a couple of books to her 
children while she spoke with him. 
 The coming Sunday was my turn to preach in the hospitality series from Matthew 
25:31-40.  I had a nice, tidy expositional sermon all ready to go.  But after this encounter 
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with Michelle and the earlier conversation with the Principal at Akron Elementary 
School, I knew I had to take a different approach.  I started over and began the sermon by 
telling stories about what I was hearing in the community.  I shared the narratives of 
people living in poverty in the Akron-Ephrata area.  Recalling that statement from the 
Focus Group years before, I realized that here was what that platitude actually looked 
like.  Listening to the stories in our own community context means we literally “face the 
issue.”  We attach names, faces and stories like Michelle’s to the labels and categories 
that help us organize our life.  It is one thing to talk about “the poor” or “the homeless” in 
our community.  It is another experience to listen to Michelle, or to hear about the daily 
sadness faced by the Principal at the Elementary School less than a half mile from the 
church. 
 I shared with the congregation the vision of ten silos along Main Street in Akron. 
In these silos are wonderful people from the community who gather each week for 
worship and Sunday School.  Here you will find well planned programs, capable pastors 
and staff, and well-maintained buildings.  Life within the silos is vibrant and energizing.  
People are friendly and hospitable.  People of all ages are welcome to come and join in.  
But you have to come to the silo.  I invited the congregation to ask the hard question in 
Matthew 25 “When did we not see you Lord?”  How could ten middle-class churches in 
the borough of Akron not be aware of the pockets of poverty literally in their own 
backyards?   I confessed that were it not for this assignment, I would not have known 
either.  The Listening Ministry Team became early adopters of this venture into the 
community.  Collectively as a church we also needed to confess our own ignorance and 
arrogance when it came to those outside of our immediate circle of relationships.  As one 
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member of the Mission, Identity, Community Focus Group said “I have a child at Akron 
Elementary School and I had no idea that one in four children are living in poverty.  We 
are so stuck in our middle-class orbit.”  That was a profound statement of awareness and 
confession.  Middle-class churches like Akron Mennonite make the erroneous 
assumption that we know what is going on around us.  That may have been true fifty or 
sixty years ago when the rural community around Akron and Ephrata was much more 
intimately tied into the farming economy.  The homogeneity of that time is long past.  As 
the Principal pointed out, thirty years ago when she taught at Akron Elementary it was 
the elite school in the District.  When she recently returned as Principal it now was home 
to the second largest population of poverty students. 
 When community data is gathered for the purpose of marketing the church, it 
perpetuates the silo effect of churches that happen to be located in the community.  Even 
though Akron Mennonite charter members expressed a desire to be a “community 
church” they too evolved into a church that was in the community, but not of it.  The 
majority of our members are white, well educated and middle-class.  Most of the adults 
have served a term of voluntary service with Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) or 
work at the international headquarters located in Akron. Others work at the related 
service agencies located in the area: Mennonite Disaster Service, Ten Thousand Villages, 
or the MCC Material Resource Center.  This location provides Akron Mennonite with a 
rich variety of members from all over North America (only a small percentage of adults 
were born in Lancaster County).  We have members who literally travel the world every 
year.  We have an incredibly high global awareness and sensitivity to cross-cultural 
issues.  We have people who participate in or lead the orientation and training sessions 
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for those going to overseas assignments.  And yet we failed to see what was going on 
cross-culturally in our own community.   
 Patrick Keifert writes that gathering data about the local community can also be 
used missionally: 
 The numbers gathered in demographic surveys become part of (1) the biblical 
 narrative, (2) the narrative of the local church, (3) the local church’s role as public 
 moral companion within civil society, and (4) the narratives of real, specific 
 persons and households within the service area of the local church.5 
 
Through the community interviews and the careful discernment of the Listening Ministry 
Team, Akron Mennonite started to incorporate the numbers into the church’s narrative 
and the narrative of scripture.  Members of the team began tutoring at Akron Elementary 
School with at-risk students.  The literacy coach at the school joined the Listening Team.  
Three employees at the local community hospital shared stories of patients who had no 
one to visit them or who could not pay for treatment.  Homes of Hope volunteers shared 
stories of those living paycheck to paycheck in hotels or doubled up with other family. 
Susan shared about her relationship with Sharon and the falling down porch.  The Porch 
Project with birthed in this context of listening and learning. 
  The biblical framework of Luke 10 allowed the a congregation to hear and see 
what was going on from the perspective of those being sent out.  Instead of our purview 
perched high atop our silo (and Akron’s is one of the tallest), these street level encounters 
of the sent ones literally changed our vision and our hearing.  Because there was a core 
group internalizing the gospel message, they could begin to not only imagine such an 
encounter, but embody it.  Each Sunday after this group read aloud the Luke 10 passage, 
they would tell stories.  One woman shared an encounter with a friend of her daughters 
                                                 
5 Patrick Kiefert We Are Here Now: A New Missional Era (Eagle, ID: Allelon Publishing, 2006), 79. 
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who was living in the community with her grandmother.  When the grandmother died, 
this young woman needed to relocate to another community to live with an aunt and 
uncle, and the Listening Team member volunteered to drive her. When they arrived she 
was not spoken to or even acknowledged by the young woman’s relatives.  No one came 
to help carry the young woman’s luggage, and no one said Thank You to the driver.  
What were the seventy told if their peace was not accepted?  “Yet know this, the 
kingdom of God has come near.”  Here was Groome’s action, reflection, engaging the 
biblical story coming to life.  It was another formative moment for the Listening Ministry 
Team. 
 Another man in the Listening Ministry Team shared how he took initiative to set 
up a home visit with the boy he was tutoring at the Elementary School.  The mother had 
died about a year earlier.  The younger daughter would go to school each morning and 
have her second grade teacher brush her hair and put in a barrette.  The single father was 
doing the best he could to keep the family together and functioning, but it was rough.  
The Team member began weeping as he realized how difficult this situation was and how 
helpless he felt to try and make a difference.  This kind of storytelling quickened the 
biblical text in the souls of those participating.  They began to make the connection 
between the biblical story and their lived experience in the community.  Others began 
speaking with and listening to neighbors they hardly knew. 
 Because this group was anchored in the biblical narrative, the community 
narrative then took on a whole new meaning.  Akron Mennonite Church began to see its 
own silo for the first time.  The Listening Ministry Team recalled the powerful story that 
a newer members told of how she came to the church by way of the Diamond Street 
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Early Childhood Center. As she gave her testimony one Sunday morning, she spoke of 
the invisible barrier that existed for her between the day care wing of the building and the 
sanctuary.  Her story will be explored in a later chapter, but most of the people in the 
room that day had no idea what she was talking about.  What invisible barrier?  Now in 
hindsight, the Listening Ministry Team could see with crystal clarity what she was 
referring to.  We had to confess and admit to ourselves that we had missed it because we 
did not know where or how to look. 
 Dwelling with Scripture with a missional hermeneutic opens the doors to new 
vision and possibilities.  The missional congregation becomes rooted in the biblical 
narrative, now seen as a missionary document.  They begin to reframe their self-
understanding as those sent into God’s mission in a broken world as guests dependent on 
the hospitality of others.  They enter the community in which they are situated as listeners 
with no agenda, no baggage, and no presumption of a successful outcome.  They ask 
instead of tell, listen instead of lecture, learn instead of teach.  No one in the Listening 
Ministry Team anticipated just how far the Porch Project would take the congregation, 
















 ROLE IDENTITY AND DIFFERENTIATION 
 
 
 A crew of volunteers arrived at Sharon’s house on Franklin Street one crisp fall 
morning.  Tools in gloved hands were ready for action.  Randy, the master carpenter had 
his debris trailer in position and proceeded to give an overview of the task ahead.  The 
goal that morning would be removing all of the old posts and railings, removing the 
floorboards and ceiling, and digging out the stumps and roots impinging on the 
foundation of the porch on the one side. At last the work was underway.  A few minutes 
later Cameron and his father Tim arrived eager to help.  They were welcomed and 
quickly given a pair of extra gloves.  Tim and Cameron helped shuttle the debris from the 
front lawn to the trailer parked along the street.  The demolition phase revealed all the 
hidden wounds of the broken down porch: rotted floorboards, posts and rails that had 
long lost their paint, and those deeply embedded roots that somehow took up residence in 
the narrow strip of fertile soil between a retaining wall and the porch foundation.  The 
carpenter said those would have to be removed—otherwise they would continue to 
destroy the foundation.   
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 Randy gave oversight to the work.  He took a break while several kept working.  
He took time to speak with Tim and Cameron and responded positively to Tim’s offer to 
continue working on the porch into the next week. Once the rotted parts of the porch had 
been stripped away, Randy narrated for those still present what would happen next in 
terms of structural support, leveling and reattaching the roof framing to the side of the 
house.  He led by example and made room for others to come along beside him.  He had 
the big picture of the project in mind and could anticipate what would happen next.   
 Deconstruction and demolition is hard dangerous work.  It took many hands and a 
lot of muscle power to get the task done in the allotted time.  Much of what was revealed 
could not be anticipated until the rotted wood was torn away.  Then decisions had to be 
made on the spot about what to do next.  The missional leader faces similar leadership 
challenges in congregational missional transformation.  This chapter will explore the 
necessity of clear role identity and differentiation for the pastoral leader. 
 As mentioned in the first chapter, one of the most important leadership moments 
occurred long before any board was lifted from the porch.  Susan and Dave came into the 
church office wanting the pastor’s input on what to do next.  With some emotion, Susan 
said “We can’t do this without you!”  Thankfully, due in large part to the extensive 
awareness and discovery work mentioned previously, I had the wherewithal to see this 
for what it was: a defining moment for missional leadership.  It would have been quite 
normal, if not expected for the pastor to say “Thanks for your confidence in me.  Let’s 
figure this out.”  Many parishioners assume that anything done in the name of the church 
needs the blessing of the pastor.  Pastors for their part also like to be needed and 
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consciously or not, often make themselves indispensable to the congregation system.  
When our egos get stroked in this way it is difficult not to take the bait. 
 I suggested to Susan that what was needed for the Porch Project was a champion.  
She asked “What’s that?”  A champion is someone who will give oversight and energy to 
the project, to keep it going, to build interest and momentum, to stay in contact with 
Sharon and to find a way to get the project funded and completed.  I said that if she was 
willing to be the champion of the porch project that I would coach her, and walk along 
side, but that this should not be perceived as the pastor’s project.  Explained in this way, 
Susan agreed to play that role.  The deeper question is, how does a missional leader get to 
the place where this level of interpretive leadership can take place? 
 Modernity has trained pastors to be therapeutic clinicians, chaplains, coaches, and 
entrepreneurial marketers.1 It is also important to remember that leaders unwilling to 
experience deep change in themselves default to keeping the peace in order to keep the 
paychecks coming.2  Deconstructing the role of pastor is built on the discovery and 
awareness work described in Part I.  It cannot be approached as a technical fix, meaning 
it is not about learning the latest “how to” or “ten step” program.  Rather, it is revisiting 
the pastoral role in light of the missionary mandate placed upon congregations intent on 
calling, equipping, and sending disciples.  New metaphors for the missional pastor 
include that of an abbot in a new monastic order. He or she becomes more of a spiritual 
director who invites others deeper into their relationship with God, with others, and the 
world.   
                                                 
1 Roxburgh, The Missionary Congregation, Leadership, & Liminality, 44. 
2 Quinn, Deep Change, 20-22. 
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 While visiting Northern Ireland during the summer of 1998, our family took a day 
trip to the ruins of a Nendrum monastic community along the Strangford Loch.  The Loch 
was the commercial waterway of its time, full of boats carrying goods and travelers. The 
Celtic Christians chose this crossroads location to build their community.  The outer ring 
of buildings was for craftsmen, artisans and visitors.  The next ring housed the monks of 
this monastic order.  At the heart of the village was the prayer tower where monks and 
guests alike were called to daily devotion.  What is so striking is the location.  Instead of 
the stereotypical remoteness of a monastic community, here the Celtic Christians chose to 
situate themselves in the thick of social interaction and commerce.  Theirs was a seamless 
intertwining of faith and life, devotion and engagement with the world.3   
 Other metaphors for the missional leader include poet, prophet, and apostle4--all 
rich in possibility and creativity. These may not sound radically new or different.  Pastors 
trained in seminaries with a modernist construct would include the role of poet, prophet 
and apostle in the requisite skill-set of becoming an effective pastor.  But they would 
have been seen as simply that: skills within the primary identity of pastor as CEO of the 
corporate congregation.  Missional leadership calls for a change in the primary identity 
with a new set of skills and abilities drawn from a different paradigm.  The seminary 
community may be one of the most difficult to change when it comes to training pastors 
for missional leadership, but some are beginning the conversation toward that end.5   As 
new images and metaphors begin to take root in the missional leader, internal dissonance 
will be generated.  When a member of the congregation comes to the pastor’s office with 
                                                 
3 Timothy Joyce Celtic Christianity: A Sacred Tradition, A Vision of Hope. (Maryknoll,NY: Orbis, 1998), 
33-55.  See also the renewed interest in monasticism at http://www.newmonasticism.org/ 
4 Alan Roxburgh, The Sky Is Falling (St. Paul, MN: Church: Innovations, 2005), 151-60. 
5 Personal conversation with Darrell L. Guder, Dean of the Faculty at Princeton Theological Seminary, 
February, 2007. See also the Missional Schools Project at www.allelon.org 
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an idea for a service project and says “We can’t do this without you!” a choice has to be 
made (and rather quickly) about how to respond. 
 For this situation, getting on the porch roof was imperative.  That is to say, each 
balcony opportunity must be adapted to fit the situation.  As mentioned in chapter two, 
getting on the balcony is not so much about place as it is perspective.  Interpretive 
leadership is required to read and adapt to the particulars of a given situation.  Not only 
did I as the leader in this case need to re-think and deconstruct the pastoral role, I also 
needed to challenge the assumed  role given by the parishioner. In this instance, giving 
the work back to the people was needed.6  Here is where a missional ecclesiology is 
incarnated.  Who owns the project?  Who will do the work? Who will sound the call and 
champion the call?  There is risk involved to be sure, but one of the patterns of a 
missional church is affirming the gifts of all the members as God has called and gifted 
them for ministry.  Ephesians 4:12 is the classic text for this understanding; “…to equip 
the saints for the work of ministry.”  The risk is that the work may not be done as quickly 
or efficiently as the pastor or congregation would hope.  It may take a wrong turn or 
fizzle out for lack of momentum and energy.  But this too is part of the environment of 
the missional congregation.  Risk-taking and experimentation are by definition part of the 
adaptive change challenge.  Remember that an adaptive change challenge is not 
something currently within the know-how or capacity of the congregation.  It must be 
learned and discovered along the way.  In the economic business model of running the 
church, this would be unacceptable because the cost-benefit ratio is too low.  There may 
not be enough return on the investment and all the while, we remain in control.  It is up to 
                                                 
6 Ronald A. Heifetz Leadership Without Easy Answers (Cambridge, MA: The Belkamp Press of Harvard 
University Press, 1994), 142.  
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us to control the outcome and future of the church and its ministry.  But as the prophet 
Jeremiah lamented, so we must also learn to ask, “Where is God?” 
 Getting on the porch roof meant remembering that God has already gone before 
us to Franklin Street in Ephrata.  This Porch Project would not rise or fall on whether the 
pastor blessed it and made it a priority.  It would depend on the prayerful discernment 
and creative energy of several members of the congregation.  It would be contextualized 
by the Listening Ministry Team and their emerging understanding of the missional matrix 
of dwelling with scripture, increasing their awareness of poverty culture, and sharing the 
stories of their personal encounters through listening and acts of hospitality. 
 Sola pastora means “pastor alone,” which Alan Roxburgh argues is the accepted 
status quo of the (North) American church.7  That is to say, most churches tend to be 
pastor-centered in their understanding of leadership.  Without a pastor the congregation 
feels rudderless and adrift.  A gifted and articulate pastor brings order and stability to the 
lives of the congregants.  All is well when the pastor is where he or she should be.  For 
seven years I served a medium-sized, rural congregation with a long and storied history.  
They were by all accounts, a pastor-centered congregation despite their Anabaptist-
Mennonite history and theology.  It was a constant challenge for me to find ways to 
articulate a different vision for leadership and to literally give the work back to the 
people.  It took a year to negotiate a sabbatical leave and I was the first pastor to do so 
since the church’s founding in 1717. I was expected to do all the preaching, officiate at 
communion, including the administration of home communions with shut-ins, and set the 
goals and direction of congregational life.  Sometimes getting out of the way, physically 
and emotionally, was the only effective means to bring about a different model of 
                                                 
7 Roxburgh, The Sky is Falling, 147. 
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leadership.  So dependent had this congregation become on the pastor that great anxiety 
emerged whenever an alternative was introduced. 
 One does not have to look far to see the allure of the solo pastor persona of the 
successful mega-churches.  They are treated like rock stars and often orchestrate a 
wonderful performance on stage, complete with sound, lights and teleprompter.  In 
Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice the character Launcelot enters the stage in Act V, 
Scene I yelling “Sola, sola! wo ha, ho! sola, sola!”  He is calling out to get someone’s 
attention.  The Oxford English Dictionary says in this case, sola is a hybrid of soho and 
halla, both defined as attracting  or commanding attention.  How much of the sola 
pastora is just that?  We wow congregants with our preaching, endear them to us by our 
pastoral visits, and impress them with our workaholic reports of a busy calendar.  We 
make ourselves indispensable because we believe that is our calling.  Our name is on the 
church sign out by the road and listed in the yellow pages directory.  We tell clever jokes 
at wedding rehearsals and bless the food at potlucks since no one else feels adequate to 
pray when the pastor is present.  Sympathy is extended when the family vacation is cut 
short by an unexpected death, and families in crisis assume that only the pastor can 
comfort them.  This is the dance of the indispensable pastor.8 
 The alternative to the sola pastora model of leadership in the deconstruction 
phase of missional transformation is to see the leader as both servant and mentor.  
Servant leader may seem like an oxymoron and garner a posture of false humility.  
During my seminary years my wife and I served banquets at a local restaurant.  We 
worked evenings and weekends on the top floor where corporate appreciation dinners, 
                                                 
8 See William C. Martin The Art of Pastoring: Contemplative Reflection (Decatur, GA: CTS Press, 1994) 
and the works of Eugene Peterson., especially The Contemplative Pastor (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1989), and The Unnecessary Pastor with Marva Dawn (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2000). 
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wedding receptions and family reunions were held.  It was our job to set each table before 
the guests arrived: table cloths, glasses, silverware, bread baskets, salads and fruit cups, 
butter, condiments, etc.  Once the guests were seated we waited for them to finish the 
appetizers and cleared the dishes.  We then presented the main course, carrying out large 
trays with the covered servings. We served each guest and removed the plate cover.  We 
refilled water glasses, cleared the dinner plates and brought dessert.  It was hard and often 
thankless work. 
 An interesting dynamic was at play as dinner was served.  Conversation continued 
when the servers were near, often containing rather intimate details.  It was as if we were 
invisible to the guests and yet, they were dependent upon us for what was brought to the 
table.  There was an art to the timing of the meal as they finished one course and were 
ready for the next—not wanting to rush them, nor lagging too far behind.  Our role was to 
present the food in a timely manner, then get out the way.  We worked as a team to cover 
all the tables and tend to each of the guests.  This was an important lesson in the theology 
of service.  Are there some jobs the pastor refuses to do?  Are there some things only the 
pastor can do?  Where is the balance between these polarities?  There is no lack of 
opportunity for pastors to stay busy, but busy with what?  When is it time to get out of the 
way? 
 Susan, Dave, and Randy worked out a schedule for the demolition phase of the 
Porch Project.  I arrived on the designated Saturday morning dressed in work clothes, 
with crowbar and hammer in hand.  Leadership is never neutral.  Just by showing up, I 
knew that I would change the dynamics of the morning.9  Randy was already there and 
                                                 
9 Margaret Wheatly Leadership and the New Science (San Francisco, CA: Berett-Koehler Publishers, 
1999), 69. 
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getting things set up.  He was clearly in charge and I had no intention of usurping or 
upstaging that relationship.  I joined in the work as Randy directed us.  We worked as a 
team and found ways to include Cameron, who served us water and coffee, and his father 
Tim, who cut boards and loaded debris on to the trailer.  Three of us, including Tim, 
ended up with the unenviable job of digging out the roots and stumps next to the 
foundation.  This was difficult, grubby work, but we prevailed and I was glad to be part 
of the joint effort. 
 One year earlier I was on sabbatical leave during the summer.  Since I have 
always been the pastor who stays behind when the youth group goes on their short-term 
service trips, I volunteered to accompany the group that year to central Florida for a week 
of hurricane clean-up and construction with Mennonite Disaster Service.  I was assigned 
to a crew with one other adult and several high school youth from our church.  Because I 
was on sabbatical I made it a personal mission not to be in charge of anything. This was 
easier said than done.  When the local staff found out I was a pastor, they asked me to do 
one of the morning devotionals.  I deferred to others in the group.  The youth advisors 
assumed I would take control of the situation when we got lost driving from the airport to 
the work sight.  I declined.  It was assumed that I would help choose the restaurant on our 
day off.  I didn’t.  These anecdotes may seem trivial and a little thick-headed, but they 
proved to be one of the most important learnings of my sabbatical.  Sometimes we lead 
best by saying no and getting out of the way. 
 A servant leader model best resonates within an ecclesiology that sees the church 
collectively in a servant posture.  The “Church as Servant” model as articulated by Avery 
Dulles resonates with the Believer’s Church understanding of itself vis-à-vis the world.  It 
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is not from a position of privilege that the church enters the world, but as a servant, 
renouncing coercion to achieve its end.  “The Church, if it is to be like Christ, must 
similarly renounce all claims to power, honors, and the like; it must not rule by power but 
attract by love.”10   Dulles cautions against the degeneration of this model into a secular 
ecclesiology.  The Kingdom of God is not found in abstract values apart from rootedness 
in Christ.  “The Christian believes that anyone who is committed to the Kingdom of God 
is in some sense, at least implicitly, committed to Jesus Christ.”11   This emphasis on 
Christology also resonates with my understanding of Anabaptist-Mennonite ecclesiology.  
The early Anabaptist Hans Denk says, “But the medium is Christ whom no one can truly 
know unless he follow him in his life, and no one may follow him unless he has first 
known him.”12  The integration of knowing and following is manifest in the priesthood of 
all believers.  All believers are called to serve, witness, and sometimes suffer.  Later, 
Dulles identifies Jesus and the disciples as “a contrast society, symbolically representing 
the new and renewed Israel.”13  A pre-Constantinian ecclesiology assumes such a 
“contrast society” identification, but we live in a post-Constantinian world.  This is 
increasingly evident as churches in the United States persistently argue for a return to 
“Christian values” such as prayer in schools, posting the Ten Commandments in court 
houses, and a return of the word “Christmas” to retail advertising.  Brian McLaren 
playfully but accurately observes that buying into the (Constantinian) Christian nation 
myth:  
                                                 
10  R. Adolfs as quoted in Avery Dulles Models of the Church. (New York, NY: Image,Doubleday, 1991), 
96. 
11 Dulles, 102 
12  As found in Walter Klaassen, Editor, Anabaptism in Outline: Selected Primary Sources. (Scottdale, PA: 
Herald Press, 1981), 87. 
13 Dulles, 209 
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“…turns us into victims (Those bad guys took away our country!), aggressors 
(We’re going to take it back, so watch out!), and defenders (Quick! Circle the 
wagons!).  As aggressive, defensive victims, we hardly carry the posture of Jesus 
Christ, who came to seek and to save the lost, who had compassion on the 
nameless crowds.14 
 
A servant church that understands itself as a contrast society assumes a position of non-
coercive influence in the world.  The church then exists because God in Christ calls it 
into being.  Our model, our guide, our sacred center is Christ, who comes as a suffering 
servant, a king whose kingdom is in this world but not of this world (John 18:36).  
Coalter, Mulder, and Weeks point out that, with few exceptions, most churches in North 
America presume a Constantinian model: 
When Europeans settled in North America, they brought their churches with 
them.  Nearly every group tried to recreate European patterns of church life. With 
the exception of the Anabaptists (the radical reformers of the sixteenth century 
who opposed any link between church and state) and Quakers, they assumed it 
was possible and desirable to reproduce the European pattern of establishment—a 
union of church and state.  That union had been the dominant way of relating 
Christianity and political power in the Western world since Constantine 
recognized Christianity in the third century.15  
 
With political power inevitably comes coercion in one form or another; coercion that an 
ecclesiology rooted in Christology would need to address.  John Howard Yoder, arguably 
the most noted contemporary Anabaptist theologian, argues that a radical Christology 
leads to a suffering church: 
Thus the willingness to bear the cross means simply the readiness to let the form 
of the church’s obedience to Christ be dictated by Christ rather than by how much 
the population or the authorities are ready to accept.  When stated in this way it is 
then clear that the readiness of the church to face suffering thus understood is 
                                                 
14 Brian D. McLaren, The Church on the Other Side: Doing Ministry in the Postmodern Matrix (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2000), 33. 
15 Milton J. Coalter, John M. Mulder, Louis B. Weeks Vital Signs: The Promise of Mainstream 
Protestantism (Grand Haven, MI: FaithWalk Publishing, 2002), 84. 
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precisely the only way in which it is possible to communicate to that society and 
to its authorities that it is Christ who is Lord and not they.16   
 
On October 17, 2004, my co-pastor and I delivered a sermon titled “A Dialogue 
on Politics and Religion.”  During the run-up to the presidential elections that year we felt 
it would be helpful to name who we are as people of faith in such a polarized 
environment.  Are we as Mennonites different from the liberal/conservative divide with 
Christians on both sides hurling insults at the other?  After a playful beginning to lower 
anxiety and set the stage for the direction we wanted to take, we said that confessing 
Jesus Christ is Lord is the starting point.  If we start with that confession and recognize 
that by definition we take on a different identity than the world that does not make this 
confession, then we have a point of reference to respond to all the particulars of how we 
live in the world, including our politics.   I was reading Yoder (Royal Priesthood) at the 
time and used several quotes from the book several times.  The point is, this made sense 
to our congregation because our Christology and ecclesiology converge at this critical 
juncture.  We start with Jesus to define who we are as the Body of Christ in the Church.  
We start with Jesus when we discern how to engage the world around us as servants in 
the world.  And we start with Jesus when questions of allegiance and loyalty arise as 
kingdom citizens living in temporal, earthly kingdoms that ask for our undivided 
attention and allegiance.  Affirming a pre-Constantinian ecclesiology, Yoder asserts that 
“The Christian church has been more successful in contributing to the development of 
society and to human well-being precisely when it has avoided alliances with the 
dominant political or cultural powers.”17  This understanding of who we are, how we are 
                                                 
16  John Howard Yoder The Royal Priesthood: Essays Ecclesiastical and Ecumenical (Scottdale, PA: 
Herald Press, 1998), 89. 
17 Ibid, 202 
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situated in society, and how that translates into engagement with the world around us is 
an ongoing conversation.   
 Another alternative to sola patora in the deconstruction phase of missional 
transformation is the pastor as mentor.  Mentor was the name of a character in Homer’s 
The Odyssey.  He became the trusted guide and advisor to Telemachus, the son of 
Odyssesus.  During the porch project, the Listening Ministry Team began to venture forth 
into the community in new ways.  I served as mentor in this endeavor since I had already 
conducted over twenty such interviews in the community.  I had been keeping the Daily 
Office for several years and had read extensively about poverty culture.  As mentor, I 
could invite participants into an adventure that I was also taking.  Their liminality was 
something I too had experienced.  I shared with them my many iceberg moments, just as I 
had done at the Vision II retreat.  Their conversion and transformation was something I 
was living through as well. 
 Just as experienced servers in the banquet setting at the restaurant taught new 
workers, so the missional pastor invites others into the work he or she is also immersed 
in.  Demolition of the porch was hard and dangerous work.  Boards were falling, holes 
were exposed, nails were sticking up, dust was flying.  Many hands were needed.  As 
Susan kept sharing about her relationship with Sharon, others were drawn into the work. 
Her relationship became the primary lifeline to the work of encountering poverty culture 
in our own backyard.  The leadership challenge was to begin to bring together the various 
strands of engagement with gospel and culture to build awareness and begin the work of 
deconstructing our middle-class assumptions.  As all of this unfolded, we began to 
experience communitas. 
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 Communitas is described as a deeper level of community that can happen to a 
group of people experiencing extended liminality.18  For the Listening Ministry Team, 
communitas emerged in a powerful way one Sunday in November of 2006.  The group 
read aloud Luke 10:1-12 as was their custom each week.  By this time they had read 
through the book What Every Church Member Should Know about Poverty and 
developed a working knowledge of the cross-cultural challenge of engaging the local 
community outside of their middle-class orbits.  As the group reflected on the text 
together, the stories one by one began to be told.  Everyone around the circle shared 
something that Sunday morning.  They spoke of the grief that comes with encountering 
situations they could not fix, relationships in families that were irreparably harmed, the 
anguish of single mothers trapped in survival mode.  Someone made the observation that 
living out Luke 10 is costly.  Someone else shared that this was incarnational theology 
and incarnation may lead to suffering, even crucifixion as it did for Jesus. The group 
lived with that sobering recognition for a time, nodding in agreement and collectively 
realizing that something profound was happening in their midst.  Then someone asked, 
“So how do we sustain this work?  Why keep showing up when it’s so painful and 
costly?”  I recognized in this question an opportunity for interpretive leadership and 
theological mentoring.  I said “When we gather here in this circle in the name of Christ, 
we become the Body of Christ.  We literally re-member the Body with Christ as our head.  
And when we do that—when we share in the joys and sorrows of living lives in his name, 
and come together to find strength and support—we also experience resurrection.  That is 
what allows us to go out again on Monday and the rest of the week.”  From that point on, 
this group became a significant place of spiritual formation and discipleship.  I had to 
                                                 
18 Roxburgh, The Missionary Congregation, Leadership & Liminality, 52.  
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stop out of the group for three months to facilitate a new members class, but the Listening 
Ministry Team continued to thrive.  One of the members was already leading the 
Dwelling with Scripture time, and two others continued keeping notes of the 
conversation.  The sustainability of mentoring others in the difficult and sometimes 
dangerous work of deconstruction is the lived experience of communitas. This is a 
formative experience for the pastoral leader.  Because the pastor is also learning, 
listening, and reflecting on the work of engaging the local community, they too have 
stories to tell and brokenness to share.  In this way they serve the Body by living into the 
calling to which they have been called.  But they also bring enough of the “other” to the 
circle to get on the balcony or porch roof and help the circle of fellow disciples reflect on 
what they are expressing and experiencing. This is an awareness that cannot be 
abandoned if leaders are to lead from below and from beside.  Below, as one who is also 
doing the work, making mistakes and confessing ignorance and cultural blindness.  But 
also beside as mentor and trusted friend who has the luxury of time to create narratives as 
a poet, speak truth to power as a prophet, and shepherd the beloved as an apostle. 
 Finally, it is essential that the missional pastor also seek out and/or form peer and 
support groups to think out loud with and hopefully experience communitas outside of 
the congregational system.  The missional leadership cohort was put into sub-teams early 
on in the study cycle.  Working through assignments together and reading one other’s 
papers has been an important model of finding travel companions who also understand 
the pushes and pulls of discontinuous change, liminality and ice berg moments.  A 
Spiritual Director can assist pastors in staying centered and focused on God’s grace and 
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love.  Peer groups outside of denominational lines can also become safe places to think 
out loud together without fear of being misunderstood.    
 It was Randy who called the work to a halt at the end of the morning as the 
demolition of the porch was nearly complete.  Susan and Sharon and gone for coffee and 
donuts.  Cameron was hanging out with his friend Christopher and sliding down the 
railing of the front steps.  The work crew from Akron Mennonite Church was talking and 
joking with Tim about his prowess in pulling out the last stubborn root next to  the 
foundation.  Here we were, mostly strangers a few hours earlier, now sharing in a 
common task with the goal of rebuilding something beautiful and functional. It was a 
good beginning, but middle-class Christians often assume they know how to fix the 
brokenness of poverty culture. It is this optimistic and well-intentioned assumption that is 
explored in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6  
 
 
BEYOND GOOD INTENTIONS 
 
 
 When Jay Leno comes out on stage at the beginning of his show, the spotlight is 
on him.  He has his band and a lot of people in the background making things run 
smoothly. There is a live audience and there are TV cameras all pointed at him.  This 
opening sequence is called “the monologue.”  Leno is funny, witty, well prepared, and 
knows how to work an audience.  He announces who his guests are for that evening and 
has clever things to say about current events and people in the news.  But it is a 
monologue and it is his show and it is his stage, and there is never any doubt that he is in 
control. 
 Now imagine an evening news program where there are two experts invited to sit 
around a table with a host.  The host begins to ask questions and the two guests are each 
given a turn to respond.  The host asks more questions, makes some observations and the 
conversation continues.  They are all engaged, all on the same page, and all interacting in 
a three-way conversation. 
 The church in North America has grown so comfortable, so conditioned to the 
monologue that it can hardly recognize it for what it is.  When the starting point is the 
church with our program, our mission, our building, our staff, our budget, and our 
middle-class worldview; going to the bible becomes a monologue because we use it for 
our own purposes.  We use it in worship, we use it in Sunday School, we use it in our 
personal devotions, we use it to open our board meetings.  And because we use it so often 
we feel good about how the Bible is being used in our church.  But it is a monologue, and 
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rarely does the bible have a chance to speak to us on its own terms.  We want to figure 
out what IT means so we can apply IT to our lives.  But all the while, the Bible remains 
an IT—a commodity, a tool, something that is there to benefit us.  
 Likewise, when people enter the community from the starting point of the church, 
the geographic area surrounding the church becomes the target area for marketing. The 
church puts out welcome signs, advertises in the local newspaper and has a website to let 
people in the community know what is happening at the church.  People are invited to 
come to the building to enjoy the program and benefit from what the church has planned. 
Offering religious goods and services to consumers builds an audience and fuels the 
successful, attractional congregation.  When the starting point is the church with its 
predetermined program, goals and objectives, very little room is left for other voices to be 
heard. 
 The missional congregation is invited to reframe its place in the gospel and 
culture conversation.  As a partner in a three-way conversation, the church now 
recognizes that it too will be critiqued and judged and converted by the other partners.  
This may be the most challenging task facing missional leaders.  So entrenched are the 
habits and practices, buildings and budgets of the monologue church that this 
fundamental shift will take years to deconstruct.  Pastors and churches become defensive 
over what has always been the norm.  Local and overseas mission budgets are set at the 
beginning of the church fiscal year.  The list of good causes to be supported is tweaked, 
the percentage of the budget spent on ourselves as opposed to helping others is prayed 
about and the schedule of short-term mission trips is set.  The average member in the pew 
learns how to pray and pay for mission endeavors and participate in fix-it and forget-it 
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service projects.  This is done by well-intentioned, highly motivated pastors and 
members, including Akron Mennonite Church, who believe that God will bless their good 
intentions. 
 When a congregation chooses a mission project to raise money for and sends a 
group to go and do the work, they have already perpetuated the monologue approach to 
missions. Akron Mennonite sent its youth group to Kentucky the summer before the 
Porch Project got underway.  This is a well-organized program under the auspices of 
Mennonite Central Committee to assist families in Appalachia repair or rebuild their 
homes.  The youth group and advisors chose this as their service project for that summer 
and they attend the denominational youth assembly on alternate years.  Notice how 
middle-class churches can “choose” a service project to do during summer vacation, most 
often in an urban or otherwise economically depressed area.  Money was raised by the 
youth group to cover the cost of transportation, food and lodging, as well as the building 
materials needed for the repair projects.  By all accounts, this is a well organized and 
effective service experience.  When the youth group returned after their week in 
Kentucky they shared slides and stories of their experiences.  They saw poverty first 
hand, worked hard, and made a difference in people’s lives.  This formula is one the 
church knows how to do well.  Done with the best of intentions with careful orientation, 
preparation and debriefing, it can hardly be faulted for being anything other than a 
positive experience. 
 But now let’s take a moment to get on the porch roof and examine the 
assumptions behind this short-term mission experience.  The idea to go to Kentucky 
originated from the church and its youth group.  The church had the collective wealth to 
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raise the several thousand dollars needed to cover all the costs. They travel to Kentucky, 
and with the assistance of long-term staff from the Mennonite Central Committee 
program, make connections to local families in need. The youth group supplid the 
materials, labor and expertise to fix the problem, whether it be it a broken down porch or 
a leaky roof.  They interact with the families in need whom they have never met before 
and likely will never see again.  They “experience” poverty in the role of helper and fixer 
who has taken time off from summer employment or vacation to go “serve the poor” for a 
week.  Even with the long-term presence of the local staff, those who engage in the work 
do so on their own terms.  At any time they can get in their rented vans and drive away.  
They can put up with primitive conditions, experience great group dynamics and learn a 
lot about generational poverty in Appalachia for a week. But who is really being served? 
 By contrast, as the Porch Project got underway it was interesting to hear the 
resistance and questions raised.  “Why are we fixing this person’s porch on Franklin 
Street? We can’t just go around town and fix everyone’s porch.”  Poverty homes in 
Kentucky are not extended this same scrutiny. Everyone knows the need there is great.  
What was missing in the Porch Project was any vehicle or program to engage people in 
need in the community where the church was situated.  The Kentucky program 
streamlines all the hard questions.  They build a highway for youth groups like Akron 
Mennonite’s to raise the money and “do” a domestic short-term mission and service 
project.  The road to Franklin Street, ironically, was a little less accessible. 
 A national best-selling cookbook by a Mennonite author illustrates the approach 
to short-term mission projects of most churches.  We literally know how to Fix-it and 
Forget-It when it comes to problems encountered in poverty settings. Nearly as much 
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time and energy goes into the fund-raising, logistics and travel as it does on th e project 
itself. David Livermore points out that very little research data is available on the other 
end of short-term missions.1  Rarely does anyone ask those on the receiving end of these 
projects how they felt about it or whether it was even effective.  For example, a youth 
group going to Honduras to build a school could have employed six local laborers to do 
the same work, who in turn could have fed their families.2  The impact of such trips by 
North American churches is often overstated and inflated.  Much of the self-talk is to 
reward the participants with the affirmation that they have made a difference, and to 
assure benefactors that their contributions had an impact for the kingdom of God.  
Livermore’s interviews and research among groups and individuals on the receiving end, 
temper this self-defined perception.  And in some cases, well intentioned efforts do more 
harm than good.3  
 When the engagement with poverty culture is “out there” in Kentucky or a large 
city, the messiness can be contained and left on site. Poverty is seen as a problem to be 
fixed in a remote location.  We can drive by a broken down porch in our own 
neighborhood or local community and never really see it.  And if it is seen, the common 
assumption is that the homeowner is being lazy and should do something about it since it 
affects other people’s property value.  Rarely would church members think of knocking 
on the door of the house in question to ask about the circumstances of that person’s life. 
When the church is the assumed starting point for mission, the local community is simply 
not in the equation. 
                                                 
1 David Livermore Serving with Eyes Wide Open:Doing Short-Term Missions with Cultural Intelligence 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2006), 15. 
2 Ibid, 95. 
3 Rogers, Diffusion of Innovations, 99.  
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 The missional congregation starts to challenge this deeply entrenched assumption.  
By de-centering the congregation and pushing it out to the more balanced position of a 
trialogue partner with gospel and culture, a different approach to the needs of the 
community can emerge.  Because Susan was a member of Akron Mennonite Church who 
had developed a long term relationship with Sharon, a different vehicle was created to fix 
the broken down porch nearby.  In fact, the relationship drove the project from start to 
finish.  This relationship literally made things personal.  It put a name, face, and life story 
to the broken down porch. Susan shared the circumstances of Sharon’s reality, including 
the series of broken promises to fix the porch in the past.  How would this engagement 
from the congregation be different?  It would have been tempting to allocate or raise all 
of the money needed to fix Sharon’s porch, pull together a volunteer crew and get it done. 
Efficiency is a middle-class value along with cost effectiveness. How can the church get 
the most out of the money spent in the least amount of time?  Slowing down is one of the 
long-term challenges of missional transformation. Akron Mennonite Church experienced 
this first hand in the adjustment made for the extended discernment necessary to listen to 
the movement of the Holy Spirit in our midst after the first Vision retreat.  Processing 
what the Focus Groups were bringing simply couldn’t be done with any integrity over 
one or two Sundays.   
 Likewise, the narrative of the Porch Project took time to blossom and unfold.  
There needed to be a convergence of Sharon’s story and willingness to partner with the 
church on the Porch Project.  The Listening Ministry Team needed time to dwell with 
Luke 10 to reframe an understanding of local mission and hospitality.  And, it took time 
to create a new vehicle for funding, personal involvement and partnership to emerge 
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before the physical aspects of the Porch Project could get underway.  Listening with the 
community before doing something to the community shifts the starting point and alters 
the time line. 
 A member of the Listening Ministry Team who spent years serving with 
Mennonite Central Committee in Tanzania, shared the story of his first year in a local 
village where he was invited to serve.  At his monthly meetings with the village chief, 
Jim would be asked “When will you build a community garden?”  Jim, who had been 
given wise counsel from a long-term administrator, replied “When the village is ready.”  
Each month the chief would ask Jim the same question and each month, Jim gave the 
same answer.  During one such meeting nearly a year later, the chief asked “When will 
you build a community garden?” and Jim replied “When the village is ready.” Suddenly 
the chief said “Ah, I must call a village meeting!”  At the gathering, the chief asked the 
villagers “Would you like a community garden?”  They said “Yes, and also a well.”  Jim 
began working along side the villagers to build a community garden, because now they 
were ready. They also dug a well and initiated several other projects.4  In the church 
monologue culture, it is too often the church that dictates when and where the community 
garden will be built. 
 The attractional model of the church-focused congregation also gets played out in 
the pervasive assumption that “Everyone will feel welcome at our church because we are 
nice, friendly people.”  Two stories in the experience of Akron Mennonite Church began 
to dispel this erroneous assumption.  The first story came from Gloria, alluded to in 
chapter one. Gloria is a relatively new member who first learned about Akron Mennonite 
Church when she enrolled her two children in the day care that is housed in the building.  
                                                 
4 Jim Shenk as told to the Listening Ministry Team, June 3, 2007. 
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During a Discernment Sunday when the relationship with the day care was being 
revisited, Gloria was asked to give her testimony.  She spoke of the “invisible barrier” 
between the day care wing of the church and the sanctuary and how hard it was for her to 
cross it to attend worship.  Most people in the room had no idea what she was talking 
about.  Gloria works as a home health care aid in the community.  Her children at the 
time were hyper-active and high maintenance.  Gloria’s husband Charlie is on disability.  
They live in government subsidized housing in a part of town known for its frequent 
disturbances and police calls.  What Gloria was describing was the cross-cultural courage 
it took for her to enter a middle-class environment from a culture of survival and hidden 
desperation.  Because the day care was willing to accept her children on a subsidized 
scholarship, “It literally saved my life,” she said.  Gloria hung in there and kept crossing 
those barriers of class, language and culture.  She eventually became a member of the 
church and served a three year term on Congregational Council. However, it is fair to say 
that Gloria knew more about navigating our world at Akron Mennonite Church than we 
did about hers.5 
 The second story happened near the completion of the Porch Project.  Susan had 
invited Sharon to one of the quarterly fellowship meals.  Sharon worked the morning 
shift in the meat department of a local supermarket, so she could never attend worship.  
But the meal would begin at noon and she told Susan she would attend.  Susan even 
announced this during morning worship with great excitement.  But Sharon didn’t show.  
Susan then drove to her house and offered to drive Sharon to the church. She refused.  
Susan was understandably hurt and disappointed. Why wouldn’t Sharon feel welcome at 
our church?  The Listening Ministry Team began naming the invisible barriers that Gloria 
                                                 
5 Ehlig and Payne, What Every Church Member Should Know About Poverty, 97. 
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had told us about.  What would Sharon wear?  She didn’t have time or money to do her 
hair.  Who does she know in such a big crowd besides Susan?  What would she say if all 
these educated people asked her a question? Could she transcend the label of “The Porch 
Project lady?”  Had Akron Mennonite done enough homework to even understand these 
questions?  The Listening Ministry Team began seeing the limits of good intentions.  Our 
middle-class homogeneity left little room for economic and cultural diversity.  What we 
wear, the language we use in worship, the building we have built, the cars we drive, and 
even the location of the church send multiple messages loud and clear to those “not like 
us.”  Why would we expect people living in poverty culture to meet us on our turf when 
we are unwilling to meet them on theirs? 
 Finally, a conversation with small group leaders during the time of the Porch 
Project further illustrates this cultural captivity and operative assumption.  The evening 
began with leaders dwelling with Luke 10:1-12 and sharing about where hospitality was 
taking place in this story.  Where is the good news?  Then, the following two quotes from 
the book The Missional Leader” were shared with the leaders to spark a discussion on 
groups focused inward or outward6: 
 Cultural change looks at how to create a small-group environment in which the 
 focus of group attention shifts from the self and one another to God. …At its core,  
 missional church is how we cultivate a congregational environment where God is 
 the center of conversation and God shapes the focus and work of the people.  
 
 The typical approach in many a church is to assume that connecting with the 
 community and neighborhood gets people into programs designed by the church.  
 These programs tend to reflect the needs and desires of those already attending 
 because they are not developed through genuine engagement with people in the 
 community.  
  
                                                 
6 Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader,26, 178. 
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It was fascinating to hear the rationale for inward focused groups!  “People are so busy 
with their professional lives that they just need a place to come and be part of a group.”  
“We all have problems too and where do we get taken care of?”  “It’s hard to deal with 
someone else’s pain and problems when we are dealing with our own.”  “By helping each 
other we can better help others outside of the group.”  And so the discussion went for the 
remainder of the time.  A congregation whose operating assumptions are that of the 
monologue with gospel and culture will naturally produce small groups functioning out 
of this same framework.   
 Members of the Listening Ministry Team began thinking of neighbors and friends 
who either live in survival mode or have no previous church background.  Would they 
invite them to church?  Would they truly feel welcome?  The consensus was “probably 
not.”  Then the conversation turned to whether their small group might will be willing to 
invite these friends and neighbors to a meal in someone’s home.  Sadly, the consensus 
once again was “probably not.”  Even though this idea has been floated in a number of 
settings, there have been no reports of any such invitation actually extended.  A small 
group involving community folk most likely would need to grow out of conversations 
with those friends and neighbors with limited or no church background.  The ground 
rules of even forming such a group would need to be generated with the participants 
themselves, not the existing group of neighbors or church members who already all know 
one another.  Once again, the starting point is key.  What if a neighborhood group was 
started over a potluck meal in someone’s backyard with no agenda other than getting to 
know one another?  As relationships develop, it is reasonable to believe that people will 
come to know one another and their stories.  Shane Claiborne of the Simple Way 
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community in Philadelphia is quoted as saying, “I believe the great tragedy of the church 
is not that rich Christians do not care about the poor, but that they do not know the 
poor.” 7  This is what may be most threatening to middle-class Christians who find 
engaging poverty culture locally so threatening.  When mission work is “out there” fixing 
houses in Appalachia or rebuilding homes in New Orleans, it is still out there.  Even 
though genuine short-term friendships can develop with gracious home owners, they 
remain short-term.  When you bring the work home to across the street or across town it 
gets messy.  What gets complicated are the long-term requirements made on middle-class 
professionals who are already too busy to take on other project.  But perhaps that is 
precisely the problem.  This engagement is still seen as a program, a project, or 
something outside the normal lifestyle and expectation of a church member.  It is still at 
arms length and can be either “taken on” or ignored.  This too reinforces the monologue 
and narrow vision.  The blinders on a horse keep it from being startled by the unexpected 
within the purview of its peripheral vision.  Well intentioned middle-class Christians 
have grown so comfortable and used to the blinders of their existence that it is hard to 
imagine or see life in any other way.  The only way to remove those blinders is by 
listening carefully to the biblical narrative and the gospel imperative to “carry no purse or 
bag or sandals.”  What might it mean to become interdependent with people not in our 
economic bracket, professional circle or church family?  This involves issues of time 
(Are we busy with the right things?), hospitality (What are the barriers to inviting others 
outside of our normal orbits into our homes or backyards?) and theology (Who is not my 
neighbor?).   
                                                 
7 As quoted in Livermore Serving With Eyes Wide Open, 96. 
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 Patrick Keifert uses the sports analogy of “home and away” dynamics when it 
comes to welcoming the stranger.  In the context of planning corporate worship he writes: 
 …those who are planning, executing, and evaluating public Christian worship 
 need to develop both a strategy for the longtime church faithful when they are 
 primarily “at home” with others like them, and also a strategy when they are 
 “away” with visitors, seekers, and new converts.8  
 
Visitors to Akron Mennonite are frequent and largely connected to one of the Mennonite 
agencies located in town.  As such, public worship can remain “at home” with the 
theological discourse, hymnology and ethnic short-hand Mennonites use when 
referencing schools and various church agencies.  We tend not to hear from the outsider’s 
point of view.  Such “away” language by definition needs to be employed when listening 
and relating to those in the local community.   
 Storytelling becomes a powerful medium for inviting the congregation at-large 
into a different narrative and starting point.  There is a residential treatment facility for 
troubled boys less than two miles from Akron Mennonite Church.  Some members of the 
Listening Ministry Team began asking what went on there.  Their name appears in the 
paper frequently, mostly in the police log for fights among the residents and staff.  Two 
boys died while being physically restrained by staff in the recent past.  Two people from 
Akron Mennonite volunteered to go to this facility and meet with several staff people, 
one of whom was an acquaintance of a member Akron Mennonite Church.  The two 
church members simply asked “Can you tell us about life here at Summit Quest 
Academy?”  The staff persons took turns describing how the boys get referred by the 
courts or a psychiatric evaluation for sexual offenses and/or mental challenges.  They 
learned that the boys range in age from ten to eighteen and stay from six months to two 
                                                 
8 Patrick Keifert Welcoming the Stranger: A Public Theology of Worship and Evangelism (Minneopolis: 
Fortress Press, 1992), 97. 
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years.  They come from all over the State and not all successfully complete the treatment 
program.  Schooling is provided by the State as a separate program on the Academy 
grounds.  There is a high staff turnover and burn-out rate.  The second question the two 
from Akron Church asked was “How might we be helpful?”  The staff people looked at 
one another and said “No one from the community ever comes and asks if they can be 
helpful. Normally, people come with a project they want to do to save or fix the boys.”   
 This listening visit led to a long-term conversation and ongoing relationship with 
the staff and boys at Summit Quest.  Through the invitation of the Recreational Therapist, 
Akron members are now tutoring some of the boys on a weekly basis. Cut off from their 
family, there is no one to support the academic side of their stay at Summit Quest 
Academy.  Staff must keep track of all the boys on their given floor at all times so there is 
little, if any time for any one-on-one support to do homework. Another member is 
teaching guitar lessons to some of the boys since there is no music offered.  Some other 
outside groups do recreational activities in the gym or outdoors, and there are ecumenical 
services offered weekly.  A third initiative in the developmental stages is offering arts 
and crafts.  Church members are learning that this is not an easy place to volunteer.  
Tutors arrive and no staff are available to bring the boys down from their respective 
residential floors, or different boys are brought week to week.  Other staff are hard to 
reach or may not be employed there the next time a contact is made.  So the church 
continues to reflect about who is being served, whose timeframe is operative, and where 
best to offer support and encouragement.  A staff person was invited to meet with the 
Listening Ministry Team and tell about her day-to-day reality at the Academy.  It is a 
place of deep sadness and broken lives.  The community stigmatizes the boys as sexual 
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predators, and violent trouble-makers and in some cases this is the truth.  And so the staff 
person was asked what keeps her going back day after day.  She said “How can ten and 
eleven year old boys commit sexual offenses?  What kind of society do we live in that 
makes it even possible for this unspeakable harm to be done, not only to the boys but 
their victims and their families?”   She prays that she is able to plant a seed of hope in the 
lives of some of the boys.  For many, she said, she is the first person in their lives to 
really care about them.  Volunteers from the church know that they may only have 
limited contact for a short season in the lives of the boys.  Where is God in the midst of 
this situation?  What is the good news for the boys at Summit Quest? How are Akron 
Mennonite Church members being converted and saved through this encounter?  These 
are the questions that linger.  Groome argues that “An authentic explanation of a 
particular text of Christian tradition promotes personal and social consequences creative 
of God’s reign.”9  As the stories from Summit Quest Academy were received and 
encountered through the Luke 10 narrative, such “personal and social consequences” 
were evident in the lives and witness of Akron Mennonite Church members.   
 A simple communication exercise shows two persons facing each other with 
different colored pieces of paper on the floor between them.  One is red, the other yellow, 
and they are placed side by side on the floor. Each volunteer is asked to identify the 
location of the colored papers.  One says “The red is on the left, the yellow is on the 
right.”  The person opposite them says “The red is on the right, the yellow is on the left.”  
Of course, both are right and both are wrong, depending on their starting point.  Only as 
they stand side by side do they agree on their answer.  Newbigin reminds us “There can 
never be a culture-free gospel.  Yet the gospel, which is from the beginning to the end 
                                                 
9 Groome, Sharing Faith, 236. 
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embodied in culturally conditioned forms, calls into question all cultures, including the 
one in which it was originally embodied.”10  The missional church seeking to deconstruct 
its propensity for a middle-class monologue with both gospel and culture will need to 
begin with the assumption that it is culturally bound.  As articulated in the previous 
chapter, the awareness and discovery phase is a prerequisite to the dismantling of existing 
operative frameworks and assumptions.  What is the particular church and societal 
culture that has kept this congregation in the silo for so many years?  An even harder 
question to ask is “Are we as a congregation willing and able to have that culture and 
those assumptions challenged and changed?   
 When Randy and the demolition crew finished their work, temporary boards had 
to be placed and secured over the now exposed floor joists and support beams.  Sharon 
and Cameron still needed to walk over the porch even as it was under construction to 
enter the house.  Life goes on even when things are under construction and unfinished.  
The lower reaches of the basement were exposed to the elements and the margins of the 
porch floor were unsafe and potentially harmful and hazardous.  Those using the porch 
needed to tread carefully and cautiously, but they could still access the front door.  
Churches under missional construction will feel exposed and vulnerable.  An 
ecclesiology that critiques its cultural captivities and limitations will emerge stronger in 
the end, but feel frail and incomplete in the meantime.  Such is the nature of the work.  
Randy as the construction supervisor and coordinator, kept assuring everyone that things 
will soon begin to take shape.  Much work remained, and the commitment to the project 
was now past the point of no return.  Even if everyone tried as hard as they could, the old 
porch could never be put together in exactly the same way.  That loss triggers grief and 
                                                 
10 Newbigin Foolishness to the Greeks, 4. 
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nostalgia for the way things were.  Sometimes churches will take the broken down porch 
they know and can see, over the remodeled porch that is under construction but not yet 
realized.  For some in the congregation, it was still hard to believe that the church was 
spending all this time and energy on a house right here in town.  “Surely there are more 
people who need our help more than this person.”  That leads us to the final step of 
deconstruction in the church’s understanding of the community. 
  
 1 
CHAPTER 7  
 
 
WE HAD NO IDEA 
 
 
 The June 6, 1984 edition of the Lancaster newspaper featured an article 
with the headline “Akron Is One of County’s Affluent Towns.”  It quoted recently 
released United States Census data indicating that Akron residents rank third in Lancaster 
County in per capita income.  When asked by the reporter “Why Akron?” the Mayor  
replied “It’s a simple, quiet community.”1  The community interview with the current 
Principal at Akron Elementary School confirmed the presence of wealth in the borough 
of Akron three decades ago when she taught kindergarten at Akron Elementary School.2  
By the 2005-2006 school year it was the elementary school in the district with the second 
largest number of children receiving Free and Reduced lunches.  When asked where these 
families lived if Akron is such a wealthy community, she said that Akron is land locked.  
There are no new growth areas for larger and newer homes.  As people prospered during 
this time period they built new homes and moved out to the periphery of Akron while 
keeping their smaller homes in town as rentals.  They are some of the cheapest in the area 
for monthly rent.  As a result, Akron Elementary School has a high attrition rate since 
families looking for affordable housing can rent an entire house or duplex in Akron as 
opposed to an apartment elsewhere, but often cannot sustain it.  There are also cheaper 
rentals above existing businesses in Akron.  But many families, she said, are “Rent 
runners.”  They leave town before being evicted and often times don’t bother notifying 
                                                 
1 Intelligencer Journal, Lancaster, PA, Wednesday, June 6, 1984, no.303, page 1 Extra. 
2 Interview with Enrica Gerhart, June  13, 2006. 
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the school.  The level of social work with students from the growing numbers of families 
at or below the poverty line increased beyond what existing staff could handle.   
The school district eventually hired two social workers to cover the four 
elementary schools, and they are kept busy full-time according to the Akron Principal. 
She works closely not only with the social worker, but also the guidance counselor, 
literacy coach, and teachers to address the needs of at-risk children. She organized a 
triage team (her word), to discuss the most at-risk students for a given month and decide 
how to best address the situation.  “Kids can’t learn if they are cold, have bad teeth, are 
sick, or living in horrible conditions. Sometimes they have emotional problems as well.”   
She spoke of the “daily sadness” in her work, such as the dilemma of food issues.  
Some cafeteria staff rigidly enforced the rules with children unable to pay for their 
lunches. “So many children were crying every day at lunch that we had to do something.”  
The Principal eventually let two staff persons go, and worked out a system allowing all 
children to be fed. Families are notified and together they find a way to work with each 
case.  She said often times these situations are with families that are right on the bubble. 
They either don’t qualify for the lunch program or because of pride, haven’t filled out the 
paper work.  Many are under-employed or unemployed.  She recommended the book 
Nickel and Dimed: On Not Making It in America by Barbara Ehrenreich.  “That’s a good 
glimpse into our Akron families” she said.   Some of the families live in the trailer park 
on the edge of town or near K-Mart, and all the Section 8 housing in Ephrata is in the 
Akron School District.  This also explains the shifting demographic of the school 
population since the School District lines transcend the Borough lines. 
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 She has a discretionary Principal’s Fund set up by the Parent Teacher 
Organization to use in emergency situations.  As an example, if a child wants to go on a 
field trip and has to bring their asthma inhaler along, often it is empty.  The school calls 
the parents who say “We don’t have the money to get the refill.” So, the Principal runs to 
the pharmacy and fill it so the child can go on the field trip.  Play ground staff organized 
a clothing drive when so many children came to school in the winter without coats, hats, 
boots or gloves. 
 Akron Mennonite Church is located a half mile from Akron Elementary School.  
The Principal’s story was told along with correlating data and narratives of poverty in the 
local community.  The response was universal disbelief.  “We had no idea!  How can this 
be?  How did we miss this?”  In the minds of most church members, Akron borough was 
still the simple, quiet community they remembered twenty-five years ago.  Unfortunately, 
the same response was given by the Akron and Ephrata pastors gathered in their monthly 
ministerium meetings.  The economic demographics of the Akron-Ephrata community 
had changed dramatically and most people, especially in the churches, had no clue.  One 
reason for this lack of awareness has already been established.  When the local church is 
busy building and maintaining their individual silos, they are hard pressed to see what is 
going on around them.  When the monologue of the church and its message is so 
amplified, other voices are drowned out.3  Another reason is the lag in awareness of what 
people perceive about a given geographic area and what is actually going on in that area.  
Northern Lancaster County is largely based on a rural economy.  There is no heavy 
industry or commercial zone within the Ephrata Area School District, yet the non-
                                                 
3 Shane Claiborne The Irresistible Revolution: Living As An Ordinary Radical (Grand Rapids, MI:  
Zondervan, 2006), 128. 
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farming population continued to increase.  As a result, the once-stable farm economy has 
slowly given way to a more economically diverse community.  Another shift occurred 
when those with steady jobs and prosperous small businesses moved off of Main Street 
(in both Akron and Ephrata) and into the new developments on the edge of town.  Clay 
Elementary School, once the most rural of the primary buildings, now is the most 
economically prosperous and has the lowest percentage of poverty students.  That 
location is the only growth area for new home starts and business expansion and the 
demographic data bear this out.   The most knowledgeable informants for such data were 
the Akron Police Chief, the Editor of the Ephrata Review, a realtor, and school officials.  
Each provided a unique perspective on the changing reality of the Akron-Ephrata 
community regarding poverty culture. 
 Tom Zell is the Chief of Police for Akron Borough.4  He is a life-long resident 
and lives on Main Street.  His take on poverty families in the area is that they likely live 
on the outskirts of the Borough and in the older part of town in rental units.  The school 
district transcends the borough limits and actually includes Henn Avenue where the local 
Section 8 housing is situated.  With the closing of Lincoln Elementary School, more 
families are now included along that part of town such as Riverview Drive behind the K-
Mart.  That is known as a high-crime area locally.  
 Broken families, rental units and “rent jumpers” are some of the reasons for low 
income and crime in the area according to Zell.  Some areas of town like the Miller Road 
apartments, are doing a better job of screening potential renters. It used to be that forty 
one percent of all the Akron Police calls were at the Miller apartments.  Now it is very 
low.  Chief Zell grew up on Ninth Street in Akron and knew everyone in the 
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neighborhood.  As people aged, died or prospered, the ownership of the houses changed.  
Some properties were purchased by people looking for an investment as a rental property. 
 Drugs are a problem that is more serious than what people realize. Cocaine seems 
to be the current drug of choice in Akron.  He spoke of recent drug busts in town with 
undercover cops supplied by the county wide Drug Task Force. Akron contributes to this 
program annually, but is too small to have a full-time agent assigned here.  Residents 
help out by informing them of unusually high traffic in and out of a given house. Heroin 
used to be big, but is not right now.  Alcohol always remains a problem and the majoriey 
of DUI arrests are made along Route 272.  The key time is between 12 and 2 a.m. when 
the bars close.  Only one establishment in Akron serves alcohol (Pieros Restaurant).  
There was recently a large arrest involving fifteen and sixteen year olds in a vehicle who 
had all been drinking, including the driver. 
 Andy Fasnacht is the editor The Ephrata Review.5  He’s been with the newspaper 
for the last twenty years and Editor since 1993.  He is forty three years old and a lifelong 
resident of the Akron-Ephrata area. Andy spoke with much passion and intimate 
knowledge of the community.  He said growing up, you knew everyone and Ephrata was 
seen as a small town.  It had a thriving retail district downtown and you could buy 
anything you needed from groceries and hardware items to shoes, clothing, and 
household goods.  These were stable, family-owned and operated businesses.  The streets 
were filled with shoppers and “Life seemed about perfect here.”  Then it all began to 
change in the nineteen eighties. As malls developed and people moved to the outlying 
areas, the businesses began closing.  Older residents and low-cost housing renters became 
the core population of downtown.  All the major retail stores eventually closed with this 
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demographic shift.  Ephrata is the second largest city in Lancaster County behind 
Lancaster City.6 “That surprises a lot of people” said Andy.  There are now pockets of 
poverty in the borough.  He mentioned the high percentage of children qualifying for 
Free and Reduced school lunch programs.  Andy said that Fulton and Highland 
Elementary Schools can spike as high as thirty to forty percent poverty students. A 
significant factor is the availability of what he called “transitional housing.”  By that he 
meant low-cost rentals with a high turnover of occupants.  These people aren’t part of the 
community and do not plan to be.  They are not contributing much to the local economy 
as homeowners. Andy is hoping for ways to address this with increased home ownership. 
 Andy said that the borough is doing well financially.  They distribute electricity 
through Reliant Energy out of Texas.  Ephrata borough residents get a lower cost rate that 
is still lucrative for the borough.  But there are still watchdogs, he said, who don’t’ think 
they should be spending all this money on a new borough hall or a newspaper office!  On 
the one hand, Ephrata has a beautiful downtown and many things to offer such as the 
Ephrata Recreation Center, the Ephrata Community Hospital, Ephrata Public Library, a 
movie theater, Ephrata Playhouse, and so on.  On the other hand, the school district 
struggles to keep up with the increased enrollment. Since Ephrata lacks an industrial 
zone, the burden for the schools falls to property taxes. People expect the same quality 
that the borough enjoys but the school doesn’t gain any revenue from either the hospital 
(a non-profit) or the Reliant Energy contract.  The State used to pay for fifty percent of all 
education costs, but now that ratio is well below forty percent. 
 The Ephrata Economic Development Corporation and Downtown Ephrata, Inc. 
are both trying to lure businesses to invest here.  The downtown has seen somewhat of a 
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revival with many of the storefronts occupied again and the construction of the Hampton 
Inn and Applebee’s restaurant completed recently on Main Street.  Andy said the local 
churches used to have a “face” attached and everyone knew who the pastors were.  There 
are so many new pastors now, and a lot of transitions that it’s hard to keep up. 
 Dave Weaver is a local realtor with Kingsway Realty in Akron7.  He attends 
Akron Church of the Brethren, is married with four children, and is in his mid-forties. 
Dave was asked his perspective on rental properties in Akron where poverty families 
might be living. He said that the agency next door, Wolfe and Klein, are a management 
company for rentals in the area.  They report that the Akron-Ephrata area is one of the 
cheaper places to live in the County, even more so than Lancaster City in some cases.  In 
the immediate area (Warwick, Conestoga Valley, Garden Spot and Manheim Township 
School Districts) only Denver Borough (Cocalico Schools) would have cheaper housing.  
There are an abundance of rentals in the area and they are available.  There is access to 
public transportation along Route 272, which is also Seventh Street in Akron, and many 
properties are owned and rented privately.  Unlike management companies, often there is 
no credit check with private rentals. 
 Dave said that from between Akron Church of the Brethren and Weiser’s Market 
(a three-four block span) ninety percent of the houses would be rentals.  This is consistent 
with what Police Chief Zell reported as true for the older parts of town. Dave reported 
that the Miller Road apartments are all handled by management companies who 
rigorously screen potential renters.  He knows that the Riverview Road townhouses and 
duplexes are known as a high crime area as reported by a friend who is on the Ephrata 
Township Police force.  Most of their calls are in that area of town near the K-Mart. 
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 It used to be that the more desirable properties were in Akron and that on average, 
they would sell for $10,000 higher than Ephrata.  That is starting to shift. Asked if there 
was affordable housing to buy in the area, Dave said very little.  Not much can be 
purchased for less than $100,000.  Anything under that is in the rough part of town in 
Ephrata. He said you rarely find a duplex or townhouse in Akron for sale.  Most are for 
rent.  This makes it hard for first time buyers who would need two incomes to make 
payments.  On the other hand, mortgage companies are very aggressive right now and are 
offering low interest, no down payment, or interest only loans.  He knows of one couple 
who recently bought a home by paying less than $500 out of pocket.  Some mortgage 
payments end up being 50% of the buyer’s income which is barely sustainable.   
 Current census data shows Akron with a slightly less median income than Ephrata 
Borough.  Dave wonders if this is due in part to so many retirees living in Akron, or the 
fact that there are so many low-cost rentals.  With the high cost of housing and both 
spouses needing to work to make mortgage payments, it’s a vicious cycle for young 
couples, especially with children, or people on fixed incomes.  Dave asked, “Is it any 
wonder some families are on the edge?” 
 Dr. Kenneth Porter is the Assistant Superintendent of the Ephrata Area School 
District.8  In a presentation to the Akron-Ephrata Ministerium, he said that the Ephrata 
School District has the third largest population of poverty students in Lancaster County.  
School District of Lancaster City is first followed by Columbia Borough, then Ephrata.  
The percentage of students receiving Free and Reduced lunches in the four elementary 
schools are: 
 Akron 28.8 % 
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 Clay 20.8% 
 Fulton 30.4% (Cameron and Christopher’s School) 
 Highland 26.9% 
 
He said that elementary students and parents sign up for the Free and Reduced lunch 
program at a much higher rate than middle or high school students.  There is more stigma 
and embarrassment attached in the higher grades, even though school officials are aware 
those students exist.  Hiring two social workers for the elementary schools was one way 
to address this growing challenge within the school district.  Ken has also conducted in- 
service training with principals and teachers on poverty.  He utilizes the book A 
Framework for Understanding Poverty9 and shared a working definition of poverty.  
“The government says that a family of four is living in poverty if they make less than 
$19,700 per year.  But money is only one of many resources needed to meet the basic 
necessities for successful living.”   He listed food, shelter, transportation, health care, 
education, emotional and spiritual support as other essentials for staying out of poverty. 
 Two additional sources of information provide sufficient data to confirm what the 
community interviews revealed.  There is in fact, a growing population in the Akron-
Ephrata Community experiencing homelessness and poverty.  The IMPACT: State of 
Housing and Homelessness report for Lancaster County published in 2004 indicates that 
181 persons were identified in the greater Ephrata Area as non-sheltered homeless.10  The 
source for this statistic as listed below the data table, is Ephrata Area Social Services 
(EASS).  This local social service agency covers a geographic area slightly broader than 
Akron and Ephrata and the data is corroborated by the Director of EASS, Tom Swalwell.  
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Tom repeatedly shared with the ministerium in Akron-Ephrata that the urgent need in our 
community is interim housing.  Non-sheltered homeless persons do not have a permanent 
place of residency and often live paycheck to paycheck.  They draw heavily upon the 
resources at EASS, but unless they are willing to move in to a transitional housing shelter 
and program , they will not qualify for any county or state support services.  With all the 
shelters located in Lancaster City, people in the northern part of the county want to stay 
here in the community.  Non-sheltered homeless include “those living in campgrounds, in 
motels, in the woods, and other nontraditional locations.”11  The hidden homeless are 
those who “double up with other families, or who divide their own households so that 
various members are separated, living with friends or relatives…”12  Tom said many of 
the EASS clients he has come to know are living in the Ephrata Motel or doubled up with 
family.  Conversations with the two school social workers also confirm these temporary 
living arrangements in the Akron-Ephrata area. 
 In 2006, The United Way of Lancaster County published a Community Needs 
Report which identified sixteen human needs in order of priority and urgency.  The 
number one human need identified was “Affordable housing throughout the county and 
programs to prevent and end homelessness.”13  A family is self-sufficient according to the 
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), if they pay thirty percent 
or less of their monthly income on housing.14  The Human Needs study for Lancaster 
County compared fair market rentals with the typical low-income jobs available in 
Lancaster County and identified an enormous gap between what people earn and the 
                                                 
11 Ibid, 12. 
12 Ibid, 13. 
13 2005 Community Needs Report (Lancaster, PA: United Way of Lancaster County, 2006), 7. 
14 Ibid, 8. 
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affordable housing available in the Lancaster County.  In other words, more individuals 
and families are seeking low-cost housing than the available number of such housing 
units available to rent. 
 The community interviews and statistical data about poverty in the Akron-Ephrata 
area dispelled the pervasive belief that this is still a “…simple, quiet community.”  
Poverty adds a layer of social complexity to an otherwise rural-suburban subculture.  
Homelessness is considered a city problem and denial contributes to the lack of 
awareness that any such challenge exists within the zip codes of our congregation.  A 
classic quote from the early nineteen sixties invites people with middle-class good 
intentions into another world: 
 There is, in short, a language of the poor, a psychology of the poor, a world view 
 of the poor.  To be impoverished is to be an internal alien, to grow up in a culture 
 that is radically different from the one that dominates society.15 
 
When the founding members of Akron Mennonite Church articulated a desire to be and 
become a “community church” they may have had this social awareness in their minds.  
But as has been shown in a previous chapter, repeating the rhetoric is one thing, building 
a local theology to actually live into this desire is quite another.  The first step toward 
such an engagement requires an acknowledgement that such a sub-culture even exists 
within the dominate life-world in the local community.  The witness of school, 
professional and civic leaders has shown that the face of the Akron-Ephrata community is 
changing and has changed.  County-wide studies and statistics also confirm the presence 
of people living in poverty in the northern part of Lancaster County, though many are 
hidden from public view.  Getting to know Sharon through the Porch Project meant 
                                                 
15 Michal Harrington The Other America (New York, NY: Scribner, 1962, 1997), 17. 
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putting a name and face, a life story and narrative to some of these statistics.  Sharon 
owns her side of the modest brick duplex, but like many working poor, has little equity 
for preventative maintenance and repair.  Her frustration with a string of broken promises 
to fix the porch in the past left her with little hope that it would ever be functional again. 
Sharon confided to Susan when they negotiated her ten percent financial obligation that 
she had no financial support from any extended family members.  Her job at the super 
market generated enough income to cover utilities, food, transportation and clothing.  
There was little excess for home repairs.   
 Poverty USA tracks the expenses of a family of four making the threshold annual 
income of $19,70016.  It deducts the cost of housing, food, transportation, childcare and 
medical insurance.  Once all the basics are covered, there already exists a deficit 
exceeding $1,000.  Then a listing of what has been left out is given: school supplies, 
entertainment, clothing, laundry and cleaning supplies, and so on.  It’s a sobering reality 
check for those used to taking for granted these “necessities.”  When income does not 
meet expenses, the working poor face an ongoing juggling act to make ends meet.  Take 
away the car due to an accident or unforeseen repair, and employment is in jeopardy.  
Likewise with a sick child, injury, or debilitating illness.  Ruby K. Payne calls this 
“situational poverty,” caused by an unexpected set-back or abandonment by one spouse, 
most often the husband.17  As a single woman raising her grandson, Sharon works hard to 
make ends meet.  Her porch became a small footbridge into an unknown world for most 
members of Akron Mennonite Church.  Ideally the foot traffic goes both ways over that 
bridge.  It was mentioned earlier how Sharon declined the invitation to attend a Sunday 
                                                 
16 www.povertyusa  “Tour Poverty” video clip, Catholic Conference USA 
17 Payne, A Framework for Understanding Poverty, 3. 
 13 
fellowship meal, much to the disappointment of Susan.  However, Sharon did come with 
Susan and her family to the Christmas Eve service.  She recalled being at Akron 
Mennonite Church nearly twenty years ago to attend the funeral of a teenage boy from 
the congregation who died in a tragic drowning accident.  Sharon’s daughter was a 
classmate and friend of his so they attended the service.   
 The baggage middle-class Christians carry into a situation of poverty culture have 
also been mentioned.  This does not mean those boundaries should never be crossed. On 
the contrary, it would be less than gospel not to challenge those boundaries and barriers.  
This is the work that was missing in the foundational documents of the church or in the 
Vision I Focus Group report on “addressing poverty in our own back yard.”  Not only did 
Akron members not know exactly what that poverty looked like, they also didn’t know 
how to build the bridge into that other world. We are indeed deeply embedded in our 
middle-class orbits. 
 The deeper adaptive and theological question of deconstruction is to engage a 
theological inquiry into what these numbers of poverty culture mean.  If we are to narrate 
the numbers as Keifert suggests, then the stories and statistics mentioned above must 
begin changing the narrative of Akron Mennonite Church.  A repeated question for 
contemplation and reflection among the Listening Ministry Team, the Hospitality 
Ministry Team and the Mission, Identity, and Community Focus Group was “What does 
it mean to be Christian in our own community?”   As the disturbing numbers became part 
of the church’s weekly conversation in various settings, this inquiry led the congregation 
toward the role of “public moral companion within civil society.”  Part Three will 
examine how the missional leader and the congregation can actually begin to move in this 
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direction.  Here it is appropriate to elaborate on how listening and raising awareness 
begins to shift the narrative of the congregation vis-à-vis the local community.   
 EASS does the front line work for most churches in the community when it comes 
to poverty culture. When someone calls a local congregation asking for gas money or 
rental assistance or food, they are almost universally referred to EASS.  The agency does 
play a crucial role in tracking and screening those seeking assistance. It is naïve to think 
that some people don’t use and abuse the system.  Director Tom Swalwell is the first to 
say that there is a difference between and hand-out and a hand-up.  The Akron Principal 
told the story of one “needy” family who signed up for gifts at Christmas at Akron 
Elementary.  Since they were a new family, no one on staff had done a home visit. When 
the parents came to collect the gift bags, they pulled up in an expensive car and drove to 
their well appointed house in the suburbs.  “We learned our lesson on that one!” said the 
Principal.  And what local community doesn’t pitch-in at Thanksgiving and Christmas to 
provide those free meals or toys for needy families?  EASS supplies the names of 
families to the well-intentioned churches and civic groups.  But in doing so, EASS 
perpetuates the distance between the two cultures, the haves and have-nots.  These efforts 
at “caring for the poor” remain in the pray-and-pay style of missions, and too often 
remain a seasonal compassion.  
 Asking what it means for the church to be Christian in their own community is to 
change the tune and melody of the narrative.  When overseas service workers are trained 
at Mennonite Central Committee just a half mile from Akron Mennonite Church, they are 
required to take part in a two week intensive orientation.  No one questions this 
requirement.  After all, they are North Americans going to a different part of the world or 
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to a large urban area in the United States or Canada.  Seminars and workshops are held 
on cross-cultural communication, conflict, racism, and a theology of service.  When will 
the church begin providing similar training for those going across the street to their 
neighbor or to Franklin Street in Ephrata?  We have not yet come to expect or demand 
such orientation for “addressing poverty in our own backyard.”  But the skills of active 
listening, leaving behind middle-class assumptions and agenda, the assumed expectation 
of punctuality and efficiency, the value placed on money, children, and employment are 
some of the areas needing deliberate orientation and acquired skills. 
 When the school social workers in Akron and Ephrata were contacted by a civic 
group wanting to sponsor a Christmas party for needy families, they called Akron 
Mennonite Church for advice.  They needed a venue to hold the event off of school 
grounds but near enough for the families to find it easily.  The solution was the 
intentionally small Pilgrims Mennonite Church which meets on the Mennonite Central 
Committee campus. Pilgrims is a daughter congregation of Akron Mennonite and a quick 
phone call to their half-time pastor secured the date and location. MCC is within eyesight 
of Akron Elementary School so it was a perfect off-site location for such a function. All 
of the thirty five families showed up for the event.  One of the most insightful and 
creative contributions made to the families was made by a member of the civic group 
who brought a digital camera and color printer.  He offered each family in attendance a 
family portrait, matted and placed in a simple frame.  The social workers said this was 
one of the most meaningful gifts for each of the families.  Having a family photo at 
Christmas was an enormous boost of self-confidence to the parents, many whom were on 
the edge of survival.   
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 Sharing this story in various settings in the church gave everyone at Akron 
Mennonite Church pause.  How many of us honestly even think twice about the flood of 
pictures, videos and family portraits taken at holiday gatherings?  It seems so normal to 
us.  This party was another small footbridge of collaboration between church, school and 
civic society to provide hospitality for an afternoon to some special guests. 
 In the Homes of Hope transitional housing ministry that several members from 
Akron Mennonite Church are involved with, mentor training is given for those working 
directly with the guests living in the housing units.  They meet weekly with the residents 
to provide moral and emotional support, help develop their goals and objectives, keep 
them on task with the budgeting and long-term housing agency that they work with 
immediately upon entering the program.  Most importantly, they provide a listening ear.  
One Sunday morning, three of the mentors from the church were invited to tell some 
stories for a “Moment in Mission” during morning worship.  They spoke about getting to 
know each client on a first name basis and shared about some of the circumstances that 
brought these families to homelessness.  The majority of the residents are single mothers 
with children, often abandoned or abused by the husband or boyfriend.  Most of the 
residents are in situational poverty circumstances.  The mentors have become front line 
interpreters, translating the world of homelessness and poverty in our community to 
members of the congregation who have not yet learned the language. Later, Tom 
Swalwell was invited to the annual Mission Festival at Akron Mennonite Church to share 
about his growing client base and how the local church partnership continues to make a 
difference.  He too is a bridge-person and interpreter.  
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 The literacy coach at Akron Elementary School is a member of Akron Church and 
joined the Listening Ministry Team. She shared stories of the children she helps by 
providing an opportunity for growth and development in reading and vocabulary.  These 
children are already two steps behind by the time they get to her. To illustrate, 
researchers Betty Hart and Todd R. Risley studied the number of words heard by children 
between the ages of one and three in welfare, working class and professional households.  
They report that children in welfare households heard approximately 10 million words 
and received one positive comment for every two negatives.  Working class children 
heard an estimated 20 million words in the two year time span and received two positives 
for every negative comment.  Children in the professional households heard 30 million 
words and received five positives for every negative.18  The playing field is not level 
from the beginning of the educational cycle, which is most often done in middle-class 
neighborhoods, in classrooms taught by middle-class teachers, who were educated in 
middle-class colleges and universities.  The literacy coach knows she may only get to 
work with a student for one or just part of a school year.  So many of her efforts are 
frustrated by the lack of resources, emotional support, availability, and resiliency of the 
child’s parents.  “Then,” she laments, “they’re gone.” 
 The convergence of the community interviews with the stories of church members 
engaged in listening and reflecting on their own involvement with poverty culture, 
embodies Groome’s Movement 4: Dialectical Hermeneutics to Appropriate Story/Vision 
to Participants’ Stories and Visions.  The participant/observers at Akron Mennonite 
Church began to call out the meaning of the community numbers that revealed the 
                                                 
18 Betty Hart and Todd R. Risley Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experience of Young American 
Children ( Baltimore, MD: Paul H. Brookes, 1995), 126,132. 
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pockets of poverty in the Akron-Ephrata community.  Dwelling with scripture led to both 
reflection on what these numbers meant from a biblical perspective, and new action based 
on where God was leading them.  Ventures outside of the church-centered agenda led to 
additional data gathering and new relationships.  Tutors began connecting with student’s 
families, hospital staff viewed indigent patients with a new sense of understanding and 
awareness.  Susan begins to appreciate Sharon’s day to day challenges as the Porch 
Project begins to take shape.  Groome writes: 
 In the fullest expression of movement 4, participants ask, How does this 
 Story/Vision affirm, question, and call us beyond present praxis?  How does 
 present praxis affirm and critically appropriate the Story/Vision made accessible 
 in movement 3, and how are we to live more faithfully into the Vision of God’s 
 reign?19 
 
A foundational shift was already in place when the Listening Team formed during the 
second hour.  The Vision I discernment work led to the eventual renaming of Adult 
Christian Education to “Discipleship Hour.”  While much of what took place was a 
technical fix, it did set the stage for the deeper appropriation of a more active 
engagement. The transition group charged with generating a new narrative for what 
adults did during the second hour after worship, began to examine the premise and 
assumption behind “Adult Christian Education.”  They wrestled with whether 
information and education was needed most in the information age. With the 
democratization of knowledge and a membership with a high percentage of college 
graduates, should this be the primary focus?  They also knew from the vision work and 
congregational feedback that people needed a “third place” to gather.20  Finally, with the 
introduction of Dwelling with Scripture into the congregational system, it was noted that 
                                                 
19 Groome, Sharing Faith,  290. 
20 Ray Oldenburg The Great Good Place (New York, NY: Marlowe and Company, 1999), 85. 
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there is currently no place for the majority of adult members and attenders to experience 
this new engagement with the scriptures.  The proposal suggested the second hour for 
adults be called “Discipleship Hour” and that the church abandon the quarter system.  
Groups could form around a particular topic or interest, but facilitators were trained and 
asked to include three ongoing practices into the life of every Discipleship Hour group: 
dwelling with scripture, prayer for and with one another, and community building 
through sharing stories.  These three practices became the glue and hallmarks of 
Discipleship Hour. Whatever topic, subject or study is proposed, it takes fourth place 
instead of being the central focus.  This restructuring has met with surprising success.  A 
Discipleship Hour Oversight Committee meets regularly and follows their own advice by 
including the three practices in every meeting.  They help new groups get started,  
provide facilitator training, and face the ongoing challenge of finding enough meeting 
space for adults to gather.  Discipleship Hour provided an important vehicle for the 
Listening Ministry Team and other similar Missional Action Teams to emerge.  
Conditions were ripe for a dialectical hermeneutic to take place within such groups.  As 
Groome says later in the same chapter “…the educator at movement 4 is to maintain a 
dialogical environment.”21  Traditional Adult Christian Education classes at Akron 
Mennonite revolved around an assigned teacher lecturing or guiding a discussion around 
a popular book with a theological theme.  Knowledge was the central focus.  Shared 
Christian Praxis shifts that central focus to action/reflection/new action as dialogue takes 
place between participants, the scriptures and lived experience. 
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 Missiology and ecclesiology coalesce in missional transformation.22 To be the 
church is to be missionally engaged in the community, both locally and beyond.  This 
engagement builds on the awareness and discovery that “God’s Spirit is among God’s 
people (the ordinary men and women in local gatherings).”23 God works in partnership 
with the world that God so dearly loves, the scriptures that provide an alternative 
narrative and worldview to that of Empire and the dominate culture, and the Church 
comprised of the called, gathered, transformed, and sent ones.  If the primary mental 
framework of adults during second hour is gaining information, then the statistics on 
poverty can be heard and recognized as something to be concerned about.  Groups can 
express the desire to think about poverty in their own back yard.  So having studied it, the 
issue has been dealt with and they move on to the next urgent topic or issue.  But if the 
organizing framework for gathering is one of discipleship, then the internal dynamic 
shifts toward what a disciple does in response to what has been heard.  ‘Blessed rather 
are those who hear the word of God and obey it!’ (Luke 11:23 NRSV). 
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CHAPTER 8  
 
LEADER AS CATALYST 
 
 The third movement of missional transformation involving leadership, 
ecclesiology and community is that of rebuilding and finish work.  Building (literally) on 
the previous work of assessment and deconstruction, the missional leader serves as a 
catalyst for collaborative efforts to facilitate a new paradigm for missional engagement in 
the local community.  The master carpenter not only selected the necessary building 
materials to now rebuild Sharon’s porch, he also artfully pieced them together in 
sequential order.  He continued to share the vision of the finished product, something 
others had difficulty imagining in the short run until the new framework, floorboards, 
posts and rails began to take shape. 
 The Mission, Identity, and Community Focus Group introduced in chapter three, 
emerged from the second Vision retreat at Akron Mennonite Church and chose to dwell 
with Matthew 5:13-16.  This passage from the Sermon on the Mount has specific appeal 
to Akron Mennonite Church.  The Sermon on the Mount is a particularly formative 
passage for Anabaptist-Mennonite Churches.1  It is seen as Jesus’ clear and forthright 
teaching to live an integrated life of discipleship in all areas of life. Some call it the 
constitution of the kingdom of God.  How might the images presented here be helpful to 
Akron Mennonite Church’s desire to be a community church?  At first the metaphors 
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seemed worn and devoid of a new meaning or insight.  Salt and light especially felt 
overused and shallow: salt is flavoring and a preservative, light is from a lighthouse, a 
beacon of hope in a darkened world.  However, dwelling with this text over several 
months both individually and collectively, led the group into a deeper understanding of 
all three images.  Among them was the reference that salt was used as a catalyst for 
fueling earthen ovens.  When salt lost this catalyzing potency, it was thrown out.2  Salt as 
catalyst sparked animated conversation of how the church could function in this way in 
Akron and Ephrata.   How might the church serve as a catalyst between the gospel and 
community?  How does the Word, both revealed in scripture and lived in Jesus Christ, get 
interpreted and shared with the world?  Likewise, how can the church be truly in the 
world but not of the world?  Donald Posterski argues convincingly that the Church in 
North America has twisted this axiom around to have just the opposite effect.  We are 
more of the world than in it. 
 Often out of good intentions to be “godly,” we have confused the biblical 
 injunction to “be separate” with social segregation.  We let the activities of our 
 church and relationships with our fellow Christians dominate our lives.  We 
 worship together, meet in small groups for Bible study and nurture during the 
 week, and talk on the phone to arrange social events for the weekend.  We send 
 our children to Christian schools and depend on each other’s older children as our 
 baby sitters.  We sense that the world is dangerous to our faith and so we set up 
 subcultures within the larger society.  Instead of cultivating significant 
 relationships with people who are outside God’s family, we stifle meaningful 
 contact with the very people who would benefit from experiencing life with 
 serious Christians.3 
 
Posterski describes accurately the middle-class reality of most members of Akron 
Mennonite Church.  Those that do venture out, tend to do so outside of the country or 
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county.  As mentioned earlier, a large percentage of Akron’s members have served a term 
with Mennonite Central Committee or one of the related agencies located in Akron.  As 
such there is an unusual global awareness present within the congregational system. But 
when the church is gathered for worship, sharing a meal in one of twenty-five house 
churches, or working side by side on a committee, the predominate social network is 
among people of the same social class.   
 Gwen Gustafson-Zook spent seven years as pastor of Faith Mennonite 
Church in Goshen, IN.4  Faith was an intentional church plant among mixed social 
classes and grew out of connections with an Alcoholic Anonymous group that a founding 
member was a part of.  It shares space with an existing middle-class Mennonite 
Congregation, but otherwise is self-sustaining and enjoys its own congregational identity.  
When asked about what she as a pastoral leader needed to learn to lead such a 
congregation, Gwen shared that people from poverty and the working poor need to be in 
on the ground floor of starting the church.  If not, they have very little investment. The 
other challenge was power sharing. “We tend to reward those with education and wealth 
in the church with leadership responsibilities.”  For instance, all of the deacons had e-
mail except one.  She was a woman without a lot of financial resources and thus, no 
computer.  Gwen intentionally did not communicate with the deacons via e-mail between 
meetings since it would have left this person out of the communication loop.  She cited 
other examples of how the imbalance of power due to education and wealth was, and is, 
an ongoing challenge for congregational life and leadership at Faith Mennonite Church. 
 Gwen embodies pastoral leadership as a catalyst for missional transformation.  
She said there was no guidebook for this work, no script to follow on how to be the 
                                                 
4 Personal conversation, July 15, 2007, Akron, PA. Used with permission. 
 4 
church when there are so many people from different socio-economic classes.  Ruby K. 
Payne’s book A Framework for Understanding Poverty was the most helpful in getting a 
handle on the work.  Otherwise, they learned by experimenting, taking risks, and 
maintaining relationships that blurred the lines of class.  Even hosting a small group 
meeting was a challenge.  She said if you start out in a home that is immaculate, will the 
person coming from subsidized housing feel welcome to reciprocate the invitation?  Are 
middle-class people willing to eat in a home that is infested with cockroaches? “Are you 
willing to have cockroaches come home in your purse with you?” asks Gwen.  She said 
there have been some success stories, but mostly from middle-class folks who have made 
intentional, downward mobility choices.  “When you live with and among the poor, and 
truly come to know them, you realize how much you have and what you can do without.”  
Gwen said that perhaps the biggest challenge for middle-class Christians creating a 
congregation with and among poverty culture, is that they will need to question their own 
lifestyle. Salt as a catalyst gets the fire burning hotter, and the missional leader may need 
to turn up the heat in missional transformation.   
 The Mission, Identity and Community Focus Group also spent considerable time 
on the idea of disciples as light in the community.  As Mennonites living in rural, Amish 
farm country, the image of a lighthouse did not carry much appeal. It felt too “showy” 
and out of context, not to mention worn out and trite.  So they began thinking of other 
ways light can transmitted and seen. They thought of runway lights on an airport landing 
strip.  These lights can be seen from a distance and help guide the plane to a safe landing.  
They are lights mounted low to the group and on the margins of the runway.  They are 
there to serve those who seek to use the runway when there is otherwise no point of 
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reference or orientation to its location, width and length.  A similar metaphor are the 
lights in a theater aisle that help people find their way and stay sure footed.  These images 
of illumination for followers of Jesus Christ in everyday life felt more authentic and 
genuine. 
 Finally, the group learned that the word “Akron” in Greek literally means City on 
a Hill. The word acropolis has the same root.5  This gave new meaning and resonance to 
the decision of the charter members to choose the name Akron Mennonite Church.  
Akron borough literally is a city (or village) built on a hill.  What then does it mean for 
the church to live into this biblical identity from the Sermon on the Mount?  That is part 
of the adaptive challenge question facing the church. 
 Adaptive changes call for a fundamental reorientation in one’s values and beliefs 
and cannot be remedied with a technical solution.  It’s the difference between breaking an 
arm or having your arm amputated.  When you suffer a broken arm it requires a technical 
solution.  You visit the emergency room and seek the expertise of an orthopedic Doctor.  
Your routine will be disrupted for a time while the bone heals, but eventually you get 
over it and return back to normal.  But if your arm is amputated it requires a fundamental 
change in your outlook and assumptions.  You must come to grips with a catastrophic 
loss that will forever change your habits, mobility, choices and identity.  Technical 
solutions are used to the extent they are needed to heal the wound and engage in 
rehabilitation with the goal of returning back to normal activity.  But you never get over 
an amputation physically because of the permanent nature of the loss and the level of 
adaptive change required.   When a church puts forth an invitation to embrace a particular 




way of understanding the world, politics, sociology or way of life, they are 
communicating their underlying assumptions, core values and worldview.  Clarity of self-
definition is essential for the costly nature of adaptive change.  If salt has lost its saltiness, 
it is ineffective as a catalyst.  For example, Jim Collins in Good to Great profiles the 
tobacco company Philip Morris as a “great” company.6  He defends the inclusion of this 
company in his research in the Question and Answer section toward the end of the book 
by saying “It has taught me that it is not the content of a company’s values that correlates 
with performance, but the strength of conviction with which it holds those values, 
whatever they might be.”7  He goes on to argue this finding is supported by the data.  The 
construct of this book and the research behind it led Collins and his team to Philip 
Morris.  If you accept the underlying assumptions of “greatness” in economic terms, and 
subjugate the content of a company’s product based on the strength of conviction to its 
performance, then, by all means, Philip Morris belongs.   
 But what if you don’t accept those underlying assumptions and economic 
performance criteria precisely because of the content of the company’s product?  How 
would a missional congregation situated in the tobacco belt begin to question the 
foundational core values that give legitimacy to “great” tobacco companies?  What would 
a catalytic, adaptive change look like in this context?  Taking this scenario further, we 
also hear Collins say that “in the end, it is impossible to have a great life unless it is a 
meaningful life.”8  Suppose that 75% of your church members were current or past 
employees of Philip Morris.  Philip Morris employees enjoy a regular paycheck, vacation 
and health benefits. But is it ever meaningful for them to question the content and 
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consequences of their daily production?  Let’s also say that the moderator of your church 
is a Philip Morris executive.  It is no doubt meaningful for this executive to know that he 
is part of a lean, efficient, and viable company that gives great returns to their 
stockholders and provides generously to their personal and financial security.  He and the 
management team are successful by the standards of the society in which they live.  They 
take great satisfaction in being nimble and adaptive leaders, organizing ad hoc task 
groups and enjoying the perks of successful leadership.  Edgar Shein observes that “one 
of the most central elements of any culture will be the assumptions the members of the 
organization share about their identity and ultimate mission or functions.”9  If the 
ultimate mission of Philip Morris is to be a great organization that makes a profit and 
takes good care of its employees and stockholders, then they are a culture of meaning for 
those within that culture.  But a pastoral leader in this congregational system, who 
discerns that producing and marketing cigarettes is inconsistent with a life of Christian 
discipleship, would face an enormous, and perhaps insurmountable, adaptive change 
challenge. 
 This scenario begs the question, “What might be blind spots of our congregation 
that provides meaning none the less? What is it within Christianity in general that might 
be so ingrained within our self-defined culture that we never question the underlying 
assumptions or legitimacy?  Robert Kaplan argues that “Christianity made the world not 
more peaceful or, in practice, more moral but only more complex.”10  Kaplan reads the 
landscape differently than most.  He observes how geography transcends or ignores 
political borders and how human behavior is shaped by the environment, wealth, and 
                                                 
9 Edgar H. Schein Organizational Culture and Leadership (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 1992), 56. 
10 Robert D. Kaplan The Coming Anarchy: Shattering the Dreams of the Post Cold War (New York, NY: 
Vintage Books, 2000), 59. 
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technology.  One of his informants observes “It matters less what you read than where 
you live and where you come from, because that determines how you interpret 
knowledge.”11  How much of what we know and define as meaningful as people of faith 
is attributed to where we live, both geographically and metaphorically?  Akron 
Mennonite Church members live in a self-defined world of North American Christianity 
as expressed in an Anabaptist-Mennonite perspective in rural Lancaster County, 
Pennsylvania.  It is meaningful to us as defined by our organizational culture’s definition 
of discipleship, Mennonite Church ecclesiology, and the economic rewards of being 
middle-class.  If we allow ourselves to step out of that world, what can be observed by 
others about the content of what we hold with strong conviction?  For instance, we are 
often asked if it is morally viable to be pacifist in an age of terrorism and random 
violence. Or, can we justify the buildings we occupy and the required cost to maintain 
and air condition them in an age of global scarcity?  Are we really able to critique 
middle-class values and lifestyles when we ourselves, are immersed in, and are a product 
of, that very lifestyle?  As Walter Brueggeman so pointedly articulates:  
The awkwardness that besets our common faith, I submit, is an awkwardness of 
not being sure or clear about how to asses our modern culture, of which we are 
commonly critical but in which we are commonly embedded to our great 
benefit.12  
 
Articulating these questions when our own livelihood is on the line, helps us appreciate 
the challenge and difficulty of adaptive change.   
The same could be said about the current critique of Christendom and its legacy in 
North American culture and ecclesiology.  From the balcony of Anabaptism, this debate 
                                                 
11 Robert D. Kaplan An Empire Wilderness: Travels Into America’s Future (New York, NY: Vintage 
Books, 1998), 11. 
12 Walter Brueggemann Deep Memory, Exuberant Hope: Contested Truth in a Post-Christian World 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2000), 35. 
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begins at a different place for Akron Mennonite Church. Walter Hobhouse, near the turn 
of the previous century points out that “the only Christian bodies which repudiated the 
right of the civil magistrate to punish religious error were the Socinians and the 
Anabaptists…”13  With their departure from the norm via believer’s baptism, pacifism 
and separation of Church and State, Anabaptists were marginalized in the evolution of 
Christendom.  Darrell Guder defines Christendom as “the system of church-state 
partnership and cultural hegemony in which the Christian religion was the protected and 
privileged religion of society and the church its legally established institutional form.”14  
Since the Anabaptist movement within the Reformation suffered at the hands of both the 
established Catholic church and the emerging Protestant Reformers, their understanding 
of the church in the world presents a compelling model for both ecclesiology and 
leadership in a post-Christendom world.15  “Missional communities will be minority 
churches, and minorities question the veracity of their identity over against the ascendant 
culture.”16  
The question for Anabaptist communities in North America today is the ability to 
question the veracity of our identity over against the dominant culture all around them  A 
conversation with a member of a conservative Lancaster Conference Mennonite 
congregation illustrates this point.  His wife wears a traditional Mennonite head covering 
                                                 
13 Walter Hobhouse The Church and the World in Idea and in History (London: Macmillan and Company, 
1910), 242. 
14 Guder, ed., Missional Church, 6. 
15 Note Guder, Ibid,.”The radical witness of the Anabaptist movement has resulted in tremendous 
persecutions of these churches as they have pointed to the compromises of the major ecclesiastical 
traditions, especially with regard to power, violence, and wealth.  Not until recently has this alternative 
expression of missional connectedness begun to receive a wider hearing.”253; and Alan 
Roxburgh,”Missional Leadership:Equipping God’s People for Mission” in Guder,ed, “The Radical 
Reformers, or Free Church movement, created alternative, if minority, ecclesiologies. Rejecting 
Christendom, they sought to recover a more apostolic and functional leadership based on neither a priestly-
sacerdotal nor pastoral-pedagogue model of leadership.”, 193. 
16 Roxburgh in Missional Church, 200. 
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and they still choose their pastors by lot.  He said their attendance has remained steady 
due to the influx of new members coming from the Horning or “Black Bumper” 
congregations.  His congregation would be seen as more progressive, and many young 
people in the more conservative black bumper congregations found their way into their 
church.  Ironically, a grandson of a former lay minister at this person’s congregation was 
now a member of Akron Mennonite Church.  Many of the younger generation found their 
way into a still more progressive Mennonite congregation in Lancaster County.  A few 
days before, I was visiting with an Old Order Mennonite bike shop owner.  He mentioned 
that several of his children had married into one of the black bumper churches.  “They 
don’t all stay” he said.  What motivates these sociological changes within the broader 
family of Mennonite churches in this area?  On one level it reflects the culture of choice 
we are in. “In our situation, religion has become a consumer product.”17  What pressures, 
desires, aspirations or longings lead the children of one congregation and conference into 
another?  Is it changing rides within the same amusement park without questioning the 
relevance of being in the park in the first place?  One of the most hazardous leadership 
pitfalls is to lead without reflection or analysis.  At the same time, it is fair to observe that 
all of the above-mentioned spectrum of Mennonite congregations would stand in sharp 
contrast to the predominant Protestant evangelical, and/or mainline congregations in 
Lancaster County.  As Alan Kreider asserts, “Wherever we live in the West, we will go 
on living in the shadow of Christendom.”18  You will not find the American flag in a 
Lancaster Conference, Horning black bumper congregation, or at Akron Mennonite 
Church.  Whether a bi-vocational lay pastor in one of the more conservative Mennonite 
                                                 
17 Alan J. Roxburgh with Mike Regele Crossing The Bridge: Church Leadership in a Time of Change 
(Rancho Santa Margarita, CA: Percept Resources, 2000), 69. 
18 Kreider The Change of Conversion and the Origin of Christendom, 99. 
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churches could articulate why there isn’t a flag in his sanctuary is the issue.  The 
momentum of tradition often carries the day, and not the underlying assumptions, 
theology and core values of that tradition. It is also true that Lancaster County votes 
heavily Republican in most elections, which includes those Mennonites who actually 
vote.  So are Mennonites as separate from the world as we think we are?  As Barry 
Harvey asserts, “Even our refusal of Christendom has been learned from Christendom.”19 
Another way to strengthen our core identity is through partnerships with other 
cultural expressions of the Christian faith.  Lesslie Newbigin writes in Foolishness to the 
Greeks that “There can never be a culture-free gospel.  Yet the gospel, which is from the 
beginning to the end embodied in culturally conditioned forms, calls into question all 
cultures, including the one in which it was originally embodied.”20 We need to be in 
conversation and partnership with Christian traditions set in other cultures, and with other 
religious traditions that can help us recognize the cultural captivities we cannot see in 
ourselves.  In turn, we can share from our experience and perspective what we see in 
others as they seek to be faithful to their understanding of religion and life as people of 
faith in their particular setting. 
 Akron Mennonite Church has an “Arts and Symbols” committee that tends to the 
visual environment of the sanctuary and beyond.  One of the serendipitous finds during 
the church’s vision process was a large earthenware pot with a large shard missing from 
the side.  Overlooked by the committee it was destined for the trash bin.  But several 
people got to thinking about the missional conversations and discernment related to new 
initiatives and risk-taking.  The familiar text from 2 Corinthians 4:7 came to mind, “But 
                                                 
19 Barry A. Harvey Another City (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1999), 12. 
20 Newbigin, Foolishness to the Greeks, 4. 
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we have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary 
power belongs to God and does not come from us.” (NRSV).  A Christ candle was placed 
inside this broken pot and made the center piece for numerous worship and discernment 
events at Akron Mennonite Church.  It now enjoys an honored place in the Arts and 
Symbols corner in the foyer and is often the focal point in worship.  The clay jar reveals 
the light most fully because of the brokenness, and is a vivid reminder of the pastoral 
vocation.  When entering into the brokenness of people’s lives, a part of you gets broken 
as well.  There is no other way.  The Listening Ministry Team articulated this in their 
realization of incarnational theology.  Liminality by definition, is not a pleasant 
experience, and it takes some persistence and intentional reflection to be able to name 
what is going on while in the middle of it.  The clay jar reminds the missional leader that 
we will not always get it right.  We will not always have the energy or wherewithal to be 
reflective and aware of what is going on.  Sometimes we wish to merely survive.  But 
then the Christ candle calls us back to the center and reminds us that it’s not about us—
it’s not all up to us to succeed or fail. Christ is the light. We are the clay jar in all its 
frailty and brokenness, yet serve as the vessel for the light nonetheless. 
 Sharon’s daughter Rachel was one of the family members present on the 
demolition day of the Porch Project.  She had her newborn son Noah with her and was 
accompanied by her current boyfriend who was not the baby’s father.  No one from the 
church knew all the dynamics other than the fact that Rachel was Cameron’s mother and 
that Tim was his father.  Now Cameron’s mother, Rachel was on the scene with another 
child and a different man. Would there be conflict? The dynamics at work that Saturday 
morning illustrated one of the cross-cultural engagements the church must learn.  Family 
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systems and genograms are not as tidy and neatly defined as stereotypical, middle-class 
families.  Poverty families tend to be matriarchal and have many loose ends.  Many 
women in poverty are abandoned or abused by their men, but men are essential for 
survival and resources.21  Men tend to come and go.  Rachel called the church office 
some months later to say she was getting married.  I assumed she was engaged to the man 
she was with on demolition day, but she was not.  I agreed to meet with her and the new 
fiancé the following week, but the meeting never took place.  Eventually they just went to 
the Justice of the Peace, saying “The church was too much bother.”  In hindsight I 
wondered if I set up too many obstacles for the meeting to even take place.  I invited 
them to come to my office for the initial meeting.   In my middle-class pastoral 
experience, this was the norm.  I assumed Rachel and her fiancé had transportation, knew 
how to get to the church, and would feel comfortable talking with me on my turf.  I also 
assumed that they had experience talking with a professional pastor and wanted a church 
wedding, or some semblance of one.  I assumed that they would value my services and 
that I could speak into their reality in some meaningful way. Evidently not.  This episode 
illustrates how much work there is to do in shifting the starting point of any meaningful 
engagement outside of the church silo of everyday, middle-class existence.  In that one 
phone call, I had the power and privilege of setting the terms of the initial meeting.  What 
if I would have said, “Where would you like to meet?  Name the place and I’ll be there.” 
 On the other hand, Sharon was recently diagnosed and hospitalized with a brain 
tumor.  On the day she was admitted to the larger, city hospital, we got a call from the 
Chaplain’s office saying that Sharon was admitted and that we were her church.  Susan 
went right away since she works nearby.  I went the following morning and spent an hour 
                                                 
21 Payne, et al, Bridges out of Poverty, 62. 
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talking with Sharon and learning more about her life story and extended family 
connections.  She is not a member of the church and the only connection is through Susan 
and the Porch Project, but I showed up.  Maybe that is the catalyst role, showing up to be 
present in the situation, not knowing where it will take us.  Sometimes the catalyst makes 
the fire burn hotter and brighter.  Sometimes the salt has been so used up or so impure by 
other elements that it is of no use and is thrown out.  So it is in this finish work of 
integrating all that has been learned in leadership, ecclesiology and community 
engagement.  The role of the leader is to keep showing up without showing off.  It is not 
about us. We are the clay jar, the vessel, the facilitator, the catalyst.  If Christ is present in 
the midst of such meetings or gatherings or encounters, then thanks be to God. 
 Sharon was not sure anyone at the church would recognize her name when the 
chaplain called, so she said “Just say Sharon Robinson from the Porch Project.”  I assured 
her that I recognized her name and when we shared her prayer concern about her 
upcoming operation with the congregation, there was immediate concern expressed.  
Sharon has become more than a person we helped to rebuild a porch.  We also built a 
relationship that has not yet ended.  There still may yet be a church wedding for her 
daughter Rachel. Sharon in some form or another considers Akron Mennonite Church her 
congregation. Does that make me her pastor?  I don’t yet know, and maybe that is really 
not the point.  The Porch Project cannot in the end, be about what we as a congregation or 
I as a pastor get out of it.  If that were the case, then we are exploiting someone in need to 
meet our own need to be needed or to “serve the poor” in some altruistic way.  How 
many of our organized service projects fulfill our desire to be useful and to “build the 
kingdom of God?”  When do we ever go without an agenda to see what develops out of 
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the conversation and listening?  Missional leaders invite others to go and listen, to learn, 
to ask questions, and to always reflect on what is going on in this relational interaction.  
 Eric H.F. Law in his book The Wolf Shall Dwell with the Lamb: A Spirituality for 
Leadership in a Multicultural Community tells the story of a white man in an ethnically 
mixed seminar that was feeling defensive as Law described the stereotypical imbalance 
of power among whites and other ethnic groups. This person and his spouse had chosen 
downward mobility to live and serve among the poor. He was frustrated and angry that 
people of color in the seminar did not accept him as one of them, who truly understood 
the daily injustice they suffered because of race. Law attempted to reframe the dynamics 
of this different understanding of reality and perception, but the person still walked away 
angry.  Law observes: 
 I thought to myself that while he (a white male) believed intellectually that he was 
 in solidarity with the poor, his behavior, governed by his perception of his power, 
 certainly did not.  His individualism, his yearning to be accepted, overpowered 
 those who did not have a strong sense of their own power.  I believe it was this 
 overpowering  behavior that the people of color rejected, not his good intentions 
 to be in solidarity with the powerless and the poor. Good intentions are not going 
 to create a just community. 22 
 
My conversation with Gwen, the pastor of Faith Mennonite Church in Indiana, helped me 
realize that I as a missional leader, and Akron Mennonite Church as congregation who 
are seeking to become missional, are still very much in the good intention stages.  We 
believe intellectually that we are beginning to connect with the local community, but it is 
still by and large on our terms and our turf.  At best, the lid is off the silo and we are 
starting to look around.  The Porch Project has not yet accomplished the expressed desire 
to “address poverty in our own backyard.”  If anything, it has provided a mirror in which 
                                                 
22 Eric H.F. Law The Wolf Shall Dwell with the Lamb: A Spirituality for Leadership in a Multicultural 
Community (St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 1993), 16. 
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to see how much work is yet to be done for us to move beyond our good intentions.  
Missional leaders, especially ones leading a predominately white, middle-class 
congregation, must always keep asking the power questions of adaptive change. 





 LEARNING AS WE GO 
 
 
 The Porch Project became a lab for experimenting how Akron Mennonite Church 
might connect with people living in the local community in new and creative ways.  The 
Project brought together a mixture of technical and adaptive change challenges, some of 
which were familiar to the congregation and others quite new and foreign.  This chapter 
describes how Akron Mennonite Church took deliberate steps to give itself permission to 
move into a future that was non-linear and open-ended.  Creating a learning environment, 
taking risks, initiating experiments and explorations, launching Ministry Teams and 
blessing ad hoc ministry were essential to setting the stage for the Porch Project.  Finding 
a sustainable rhythm around the practices of listening, dwelling, learning and reflection 
led members to discover a new resiliency for missional transformation. 
 Without learning new ways—changing attitudes, values, and behaviors—people 
 cannot make the adaptive leap necessary to thrive in the new environment.  The 
 sustainability of change depends on having the people with the problem 
 internalize the change itself.1 
 
The vision work that Akron Mennonite Church engaged in over a span of four years gave 
the congregation permission to think differently about itself and God’s future.  
Congregations locked into discrete goals and objectives too often close off their missional 
imagination and a future where God’s Spirit may move in mysterious ways.  At the front 
end of this journey, Akron leadership fully expected that the task was to generate a new 
set of ten year goals and objectives for the congregation.  Once that was accomplished, 
staff and Congregational Council would break down the ten year goals into smaller, 
discernable pieces and create a year-by-year strategic plan to carry them out.  Roxburgh 
                                                 
1 Heifetz and Linsky, Leadership on the Line, 13. 
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and Romanuk track this predictable cycle in The Missional Leader.2  Gathering data 
during the Vision I retreat created excitement and ownership of the process to plan for the 
future.  Retreat participants shared their enthusiasm with the broader congregation and 
invited their participation in the newly formed Focus Groups.  Those groups in turn, were 
given permission to “think outside the box” to use the phrase-de-jure.  Everything was 
moving ahead according to plan until the extended discernment that ensued when the 
Focus Groups began reporting their findings.  This was a critical turning point in 
breaking the linear and managed cycle of ten year goals.   
 Think of an arrow moving forward through the air.  A retreat, new creative 
committees, and energetic congregational meetings may cause a spike either up or down, 
and sometimes dramatically in that arrow’s trajectory, but the arrow is still moving in the 
same linear direction.  When the Holy Spirit intervened and leadership suggested that the 
congregation take three months for discernment instead of two Sundays, the arrow was 
now twisted beyond recognition thrown off the expected course.  This was the first 
glimpse of a more emergent, generative congregational process.  “The defining feature of 
a complex adaptive system is its ability to learn.”3  With the introduction of the book 
Missional Church among leadership and interested congregants, the conversation began 
to shift away from that of designing a “preferred future” toward cultivating a missional 
environment. “Authentic organizational transformation always transforms conversation.”4  
The extended discernment protracted the conversation around what the congregation was 
hearing about itself through storytelling, data gathering, and the reporting back from the 
                                                 
2 Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader, 62f.  
3 Richard T. Pascale, Mark Millemann, Linda Gioja Surfing on the Edge of Chaos (New York, NY: Three 
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4 Ibid, 203. 
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creative work done by the four Focus Groups.  Initiatives were put in front of the 
congregation to form transition teams to begin carrying out what the Focus Groups 
proposed.  Not everything proposed could be taken on at once, and not all initiatives had 
positive outcomes.  The point is, Akron Mennonite Church began to embrace the creative 
chaos of liminality and emergence.  They began taking risks without the comfort of 
predictable outcomes. 
 In an ethnic cultural environment that values efficiency, thrift, and cleanliness, 
Akron Mennonite Church was for all intents and purposes, risk averse.  It is not a for-
profit organization and yet it wants to manage money wisely.  It has capable lay leaders 
involved in various professions, church-related agencies, and business.  Most members 
are middle to upper-middle class and value hard work, service, and a global worldview.  
As the conversation began shifting away from ten year goals toward an open-ended 
missional future, the congregation began entertaining the idea of risk-taking for the sake 
of the kingdom.  Upsidedown kingdom language enjoys some familiarity among 
Anabaptist-Mennonites.5  One of the first initiatives was to set aside a yearly amount of 
undesignated money for a “Missional Challenge Fund.”  The idea was to empower the 
gifts and passions of members for personal involvement in missional activity.  Prior to 
the creation of this fund, all of Akron Mennonite’s mission dollars were predetermined in 
the budget at the beginning of the fiscal year.  Akron is a relatively generous 
congregation to the regional area conference and the national denomination when it 
comes to mission giving.  The missional challenge fund was something new.  Because the 
church had just paid off its mortgage, they were now in a position to redirect this money 
                                                 
5 Donald Kraybill’s best-selling The Upsidedown Kingdom was recently revised and enjoys wide 
circulation and use among North American Mennonite congregations. 
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toward mission. In the life cycle of the church since its beginnings, the congregation has 
either been raising funds, building, or paying for a building project.  A building proposal 
was in the works but had not come to discernment.  Nevertheless, the Missional 
Challenge Fund was approved. The committee giving oversight had no point of reference 
to go by.  They had to make up the parameters and guidelines as they went along.  How 
would proposals be generated and processed?  How much money would be given to any 
individual or group?  On what basis would a proposal be approved or denied?  Would any 
members actually catch the vision behind this initiative?  All of this remained to be seen. 
 As mentioned in an earlier chapter, it was the Missional Challenge Fund that 
provided the seed money for the Porch Project.  Susan and Dave generated a proposal and 
submitted it to the oversight committee.  It met all of the criteria of being missional in 
nature, consistent with the mission and vision statements of the congregation, and had a 
personal involvement component for two or more Akron Mennonite Church members.  
By contrast, one of the earliest proposals denied was from a house church who wanted to 
help build a house in Palestine.  They had done their homework and presented a well 
written proposal.  The committee asked “But who from the house church is going to 
Palestine to help build the house?”  No one was committed to making the trip and the 
proposal was denied.  This was difficult to do since the proposal was well intentioned and 
supported a very good cause.  But it remained in the familiar paradigm of giving to 
missions without personal involvement. One of the patterns of missional faithfulness 
presented in the book Treasure in Clay Jars is “Taking Risks as a Contrast Society.”  At 
the congregational level, this also involves financial risk: 
 Spring Garden Church has been deliberate about being a contrast to the values of 
 the dominant culture—success, individualism.  They say they want to look at the 
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 values and themes of the culture and then emphasize a gospel-informed life.  This 
 is not so much anti-culture—the entrepreneurial spirit is a part of the dominant 
 culture.  The contrast is their generosity.  They take financial risks not for the sake 
 of their own profit, but for the sake of compassion.6 
 
 The personal involvement of Akron Mennonite Church members moved the 
congregation toward a more active engagement with entrepreneurial missions.  As 
documented earlier, the Porch Project was funded through a three-way split of the costs.  
Half of the estimate was given as seed money from the Missional Challenge Fund.  The 
personal involvement was assured through Susan as the “champion” of this project, 
Dave’s donation of labor and materials once the painting phase was reached, plus the 
crew of volunteers who would assist with the demolition phase. The remainder of the 
funds was generated through the creative fundraising efforts of middle-school girls who 
made and sold jewelry, a retired woman who made apple pies, and Susan’s silent auction 
and candy baskets.  Sharon committed to making thirty weekly payments of ten dollars.  
Money used in this way has empowered members to live the story of compassion instead 
of remaining passive observers.   
 When the Porch Project was in its early stages, another group emerged within the 
congregation centered around the mission of hospitality.  The word for hospitality in 
Greek is the compound word, philoxenos, literally meaning “brotherly love for 
strangers.”  The core group made the commitment to begin meeting regularly to lay the 
ground work.  They chose several Old and New Testament passages that dealt with 
hospitality in some way and agreed to dwell and journal and pray through these texts 
individually and when they gathered.  This took several months.  They also increased 
their awareness of hospitality opportunities by praying for eyes to see and ears to hear 
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when such an opportunity arose in every day life.  They named the resistances they 
brought to surrendering their time and already busy schedules to embrace hospitality.  
One member said “This is not about us doing more hospitable things, it’s about us 
becoming more hospitable people.”  They persisted and began inviting others into their 
experiment, drawing upon several resources for guidance and inspiration. Hospitality was 
chosen as a theme to preach through the summer months.  Understanding God as both 
guest and host in worship was formative for the overall framework of this preaching 
series.  Andrei Rublev’s iconic rendering of the Trinity7, three persons sitting around a 
table hosting one another, illustrates the triune nature of “the perfect community,” so ably 
articulated by Mirislov Volf.8   The Trinitarian God is understood as both extending and 
receiving hospitality so that the love of strangers that we extend reflects the character and 
nature of God.  Jesus, in turn, extends this hospitality beyond the family, clan, village, 
and religious boundaries. When James and John wish to call down fire from heaven to 
destroy the inhospitable Samaritan village, Jesus rebukes them and says “You do not 
know what spirit you are of, for the son of man did not come to destroy people’s lives, 
but to save them.” (Luke 2:52 NRSV). 
 On the heels of this rebuke from Jesus comes the sending of the seventy in Luke 
10.  Here the sent ones are dependent upon the hospitality of their hosts.  They travel 
light, perhaps in order to blend in, but also to shed the burden of self-sufficiency.  When 
we have all that we need, we can chose to go our own way, stay where we are most 
comfortable, eat what appeals to us, and travel about as we desire.  But if we have no 
extra purse or bag or sandals, our mobility, our auto-mobility, is relinquished.  Jesus 
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received hospitality from the two travel companions on the road to Emmaus in Luke 24.  
It was their conversation on the road, the story-telling and Jesus’ introduction of the 
Biblical story, that led to the invitation of “stay with us.”  Around the table, resembling 
the breaking of the bread at eucharist, the two recognize Jesus as the risen Lord.  
Hospitality lead to recognition and community with the risen Christ.  
 As disciples we are invited to walk with Jesus who initially comes to us a one 
unknown.  As we engage in conversation, sharing our stories and experiences with him, 
our hopes and disappointments in life, he speaks into us the biblical narrative of God’s 
story and vision for the world.  We respond with an invitation for Jesus to dwell with us, 
to lodge with us, to eat with us.  We invite him into our personal space, and make room 
for him to feel welcome and at home in our lives.  This deeper level of communitas goes 
beyond the superficial encounter out in public space when either party can go their 
separate way.  Around the table where nourishment and sustenance is offered, our eyes 
and ears and heart are opened to recognizing Jesus as the risen Lord.  This revelation and 
knowing changes everything.  The synthesis of our story and the biblical story incarnated 
by our fellowship with Jesus, compels us to get up and go back to ,o take the risk of 
traveling at night, to re-enter the uncertainty of the present-absent Lordship of Christ in 
the very city where he was put to death and resurrected.  Discipleship is such an identity 
birthed in the hospitality we extend to Jesus and which he in turn extends to us. 
Hospitality is thus transformative of our present action which leads to new and riskier 
action--action risked for the sake of compassion. 
 The Hospitality Experiment group eventually sounded the call and formed a 
Discipleship Hour gathering that met during the second hour on Sunday morning.  A 
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Hospitality Ministry Team also formed and would continue the hospitality experiment.  
They began implementing the ideas generated from the shared praxis of this group with 
resources made available from the Missional Challenge Fund.  
 A second vehicle created from the missional change process at Akron Mennonite 
Church was the formation of Ministry Teams.  The cultivation of an ethos of “ad hoc 
ministry” which releases and empowers the missional imagination of members is also 
examined hear.  Emerging from the Vision I retreat was strong affirmation for releasing 
the gifts and passions of congregational members.  Instead of a top-down process of 
pastors and leaders generating goals and objects that the rest of the congregation is 
expected to support and follow, the starting point would be from members of the 
congregation.  If all members are in ministry as we are called, equipped and sent by God, 
then what might this look like outside of a traditional committee structure?  How can the 
church free members from the permission giving expectation of gate-keeping leadership 
toward more Spirit-led and scripture-rooted initiative blessed by vision-keeping 
leadership?  One of the transition groups assigned to this area, began meeting weekly and 
dwelling with 1 Corinthians 12.  This group, facilitated by a gifted and visionary 
member, committed themselves to this text and discipline for nearly a year before 
generating any concrete proposals.  There was no time constraint or expectation placed 
upon the transition group by the congregation or leadership.  They had the freedom to 
take as long as was necessary to generate something that would invite, nurture, and 
release the passions, gifts, and visions of Akron Mennonite Church members.  What they 
proposed were Ministry Teams.  They drafted guidelines and an application form.  Group 
members were trained as coaches to assist those forming a Ministry Team.  They 
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facilitated a discernment process, gave oversight to completing the application form, then 
served as an advocate as the Ministry Team Charter was being considered by the 
Oversight Committee.  
 Ministry Teams at Akron Mennonite Church are similar to Missional Action 
Teams for the purpose of addressing adaptive change challenges, experiments and 
missional initiatives.  An early document generated by the Ministry Team transition 
group articulated the theology behind this initiative: 
• We believe that one of the primary roles of leadership is to “prepare God’s people 
for works of service” (Ephesians 4), to equip and train others to increase the 
bearing of fruit.  
• The creation of a Ministry Team structure is a response to the realization that we 
are living in a time of dynamic change and we are discovering that static 
structures do not facilitate mission in dynamic times.  
• The opportunity of Ministry Teams is to more effectively connect the calls and 
passions of our members with the needs of our community across the street and 
around the world.  
• Our hope is that the Ministry Team structure will help facilitate Christ’s 
transforming power to continually re-shape our work together.9 
 
 
 Ad hoc means “for this particular purpose” and is commonly understood as 
improvising.10  A situation arises that is unexpected or exists outside of the organizational 
structure, so an ad hoc group is pulled together to respond and address the issue.  Within 
the realm of missional transformation, congregations and leaders welcome and enable ad 
hoc ministry and mission.  Ad hoc does not mean sloppy, careless or last minute.  It does 
mean nimble, flexible, and just-in-time.   
 Organizations that tend to be stodgy, traditional, and locked in the past got that 
 way by listening to a preponderance of nay-saying leaders.  The highly adaptive, 
 change-friendly organization, on the other hand, has a history of leaders eager to 
                                                 
9 Jim Smucker A Ministry Team Start-Up Guide, Akron Mennonite Church document, Spring, 2004. 
10 Lesley Brown, ed. The New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, Vol.1 (NY: Oxford University Press, 
1993), 26. 
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 listen to everyone’s suggestions, who encourage people to try whatever makes 
 sense to them.11  
 
Missional leaders and congregations need to be creating an environment were ad hoc 
activity is blessed and encouraged.  Leadership should provide broad parameters and 
oversight, but not micro-manage.  Ministry Teams at Akron Mennonite Church must not 
run counter to the mission and vision statements which the broader congregation affirms 
as their core values and identity, but otherwise, there is room for provocative proposals to 
emerge.  For instance, one of the most divisive issues in almost every denomination 
currently is homosexuality.  Akron Mennonite Church has people on both sides of this 
polarizing issue, with a large majority of folks in the middle.  If a  Ministry Team formed 
to champion either extreme, it would most likely not be chartered since neither extreme 
represents the ethos, core values and practice of Akron Mennonite Church, the Atlantic 
Coast Conference, or Mennonite Church USA.  So instead, an ad hoc group organized a 
series of “Difficult Conversations” which included the issue of homosexuality.  This 
group worked in concert with, not counter to, past and present leadership.  The 
conversation events were not posed as decision-making sessions and a wide variety of 
members participated.  This significantly lowered the anxiety within the congregation.  
Because congregational leadership, Council and members at-large had already been 
exposed to the concept of ad hoc ministry, the emergence of the Difficult Conversations 
group was easily blessed, affirmed and empowered.  Pastors were at the table and helped 
to guide the process, but were not in charge of the initiative. 
 Improvisation and ad hoc learning and leadership were present in the Porch 
Project in nearly every phase.  Randy could only give an estimate of the actual cost, not 
                                                 
11 Dave Ulrigh, Jack Zenger, Norm Smallwood Results-Based Leadership (Boston, MA: Harvard Business 
School, 1999), 183. 
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knowing what the demolition of the existing porch structure would reveal.  Labor costs 
were reduced not only by the volunteers but with the consistent effort given by Sharon as 
the homeowner and Cameron’s father Tim.  Randy was able to incorporate their labor 
into his work plans and routine.  Susan, with support from the Listening Ministry Team, 
was able to think creatively about how to build momentum for the project, seek 
donations, and creatively find ways to involve others across the generational spectrum.  
There was no predetermined script to follow or cookbook step-by-step guide on how this 
should all be accomplished.  It should be noted that this shift in organizational culture 
takes time to develop.  “A group has a culture when it has had enough of a shared history 
to have formed such a set of shared assumptions.”12  When not everyone in the 
congregation embraces the newly acquired shared assumptions, there exists resistance, 
dissonance and push-back.  This is to be expected as part of the cultural shift in core 
values and practices.  Leaders and congregations often rush to the technique and the 
“doing” of ministry before forming and articulating the theology for why they do what 
they do.  Dwelling with scripture, praying to seek the guidance of the Holy Spirit, sharing 
collective discernment slows down the process.  It feels sluggish and inefficient in our 
results-oriented culture.  However, spontaneity and nimbleness within organizational 
culture can take root and has context when the foundation work has been done.  
Otherwise it lacks cohesion and integrity.  Congregations too often drift from one 
episodic encounter with the latest seminar, book, or program and then wonder why things 
remain the same when things get back to “normal.”   
 Creating an environment where members can act on their imagination and harness 
passion for mission requires paying attention to the leadership structures of the 
                                                 
12 Schein, Organizational Culture and Leaderhip, 12. 
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congregation.  Such a move occurred at Akron Mennonite Church in the midst of a failed 
attempt to move forward with a building and fund-raising proposal.  We noted earlier that 
in the life span of Akron Mennonite Church, members were either planning, building, or 
paying for a construction project.  This has gone on for four decades and illustrates the 
temptation of congregations in North America to believe that the building reflects their 
faithfulness and success as a congregation.  Like the film Field of Dreams, the entrenched 
belief is “If we build it, they will come.” An attractive building will attract attractive 
people.  The emotional field of Akron Mennonite’s Church Council began to take a turn 
as they worked through the underlying assumptions of the pending building proposal.  
Careful thought was given to what was being asked of the congregation.  How much of 
the church’s identity was wrapped up in this proposal?  And more importantly they 
asked, “What is missional about this proposal?”  The latter question was what sparked a 
new way of thinking among the governing board of the church.  Leadership asked “Are 
we gate-keepers or vision-keepers?”  Gate-keepers micro-manage the church budget, 
receive and bless reports from the countless committees and programs and make 
decisions on the building, staffing, and fundraising.  But where is God in all of this?  
Where is mission?  Where is there space to dream and imagine?  
 The extended discernment time on the building proposal began with worship.  
The co-pastors led in a time of scripture, prayer and used symbols representing our 
relationship with God as a people, whatever the outcome.  It was stressed that we can 
agree and disagree with one another in love and that we desire to listen to the movement 
of the Spirit in our midst.  In the end, the motion to move forward at this time on the 
building proposal failed by a narrow margin.  Council woke up!  Council (with some 
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prodding from the pastors) began embracing Dwelling with Scripture at the beginning of 
each meeting, not as a prelude to the work, but as the work.  The biblical themes that 
were talked about and reflected upon at the beginning, often resurfaced in the course of 
the Council meeting.  This created a different ethos and feeling among decision-makers.  
It reminded them that this is God’s work and not theirs alone to accomplish.  George 
Hunsberger clarifies that references to the reign of God in the New Testament use words 
such as receive and enter not build and advance as in often the case in church settings.13  
Part of the cultural captivity in North America is the assumption by church people that 
the kingdom of God will not come about unless we do the work.  No one would ever say 
that prayer and dwelling and listening to the bible are superfluous to Christian faith and 
life. But rarely are they embraced in practice, as essential to the work of the church.  
Therein lay the imbalance.  Governance boards become gate-keepers because technical 
fixes and programs, problem-solving and building efforts, can be concretely measured, 
quantified and reported. Ten year goals and strategic planning have their place.  But when 
they become the primary focus in a church, something is lost.  The missional journey 
attempts to shift the emphasis back into balance for governance.  Dwelling with scripture 
becomes the starting place of discernment.  Council agenda focuses less on the numbers 
and more on the narrative.   
 For example, a robust discussion unfolded during the Spring of 2007 as the 
Stewardship Committee chairperson raised the provocative question of whether Akron 
Mennonite Church has reached a kairos moment in terms of faith and money.  The 
charter members, once the stalwart base of the weekly tithe, are now on fixed incomes.  
The giving capacity of the next generation has not yet translated into a spiritual practice.  
                                                 
13 Guder, ed., Missional Church, 93-94. 
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A gate-keeping response would be to redouble the efforts of fundraising and stewardship 
education.  This is a budget problem that Council needs to fix.  The deeper adaptive 
question is articulating a theology of “enough” in a consumer culture.  It triggers 
questions about how much of the ministry is done by paid staff (hired spiritual 
professionals) and what is expected of lay members.  How do our money, homes, and 
lifestyle reflect our faith and beliefs?  Council spent significant time on these deeper 
questions and began a long-term (three to five year) initiative toward a holistic cultural 
shift of examining our theology of wealth. 
 Only as leaders within a congregational system begin to internalize and live the 
change they wish to happen within the larger system, can long-lasting shifts occur.  
Council meetings begin to feel less like business meetings and more like worship 
experiences.  God is present, faith is expressed, prayer is essential to the task. 
Discernment is by faith and not by fiat.  In this environment, learning as you go becomes 
a normal part of the journey and not a reactive, knee-jerk response.  Meetings transition 
from the tyranny of the urgent to the joyful gathering of brothers and sisters in Christ 
empowered to discern where God is at work in and among the congregation and 
community.  Ideally, every gathering in the life of the congregation has this quality of 
inviting participants deeper into their faith, and into the discovery of God’s work in the 
world, whatever the pressing agenda might be.  This moves the church a step closer 
toward a missional understanding of each member being a missionary sent by God to be a 








A class society is one in which people do not get what they deserve by virtue of 
what they produce; the formula seems so simple, and yet it is so pervertible, for 
what does “deserving” mean?1 
 
 
 Sharon Robinson’s obituary appeared in the September 12, 2007 issue of The 
Ephrata Review.  The next day a neighbor called who works at the Akron Borough 
office.  She used to work with Sharon and didn’t know that she had been ill.  I explained 
how Akron Mennonite Church came to know Sharon through the Porch Project, and her 
contact with the church at the end of her life.  The caller said, “Sharon was such a good 
person—very nice to work with—but she had such a hard life.”   Even in her death, 
Sharon continued to teach us about the inequities of class, resiliency and resources.  The 
traditional points of reference such as favorite hymns and scriptures for a church 
member’s funeral were absent when I met with Sharon’s daughters to plan the memorial 
service.  This was another transitional space opportunity to welcome the remnants of 
Sharon’s family into the church on negotiated terms.  The children eliminated a 
traditional viewing and burial because of the expense.  Sharon’s sister and brother-in-law 
in Virginia paid for the cremation.  Akron Mennonite absorbed the cost of refreshments, 
the memorial service folders and other incidentals.  Sharon had no life insurance policy 
and no death benefits since she always worked part-time.  The imbalance of resources 
was evident when the family asked about placing Sharon’s obituary in the Lancaster 
                                                 
1 Richard Sennett and Jonathan Cobb The Hidden Injuries of Class, (NY: WW Morton and Co, 1972), 250. 
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newspaper.  Unlike the Ephrata Review, the Lancaster newspapers charge by the line for 
obituaries.  Sharon’s modest write up would cost over $180, an exorbitant amount for the 
daughters who both work in healthcare services.  One daughter is a dental hygienist, the 
other a Certified Nurses Assistant.  Their brother from Florida is unemployed.  The 
question of who is “deserving” continues to linger. 
 Akron Mennonite Church is making a pilgrim’s progress on the missional 
journey.  The beginnings of a local theology is slowly emerging.  Learning to listen to 
those in the immediate context in which the church is located is taking root as an ongoing 
habit and practice.  The church is beginning to hear the narratives of our community, 
previously only statistics that were prayed about, but not understood.  Now “the 
homeless” have names like Michele and Ryan.  A Free and Reduced lunch recipient at 
Fulton Elementary school is named Cameron.  A twice-divorced grandmother, working a 
minimum wage job and trying to raise her grandson is named Sharon.  Never mind that 
her house is a wreck and her porch is literally falling to pieces--so is her life.  Akron 
Mennonite Church has learned that despite their best efforts and good intentions, we can’t 
fix everything.  We are learning the complexities, inconsistencies and frustration of trying 
to serve the poor.  The brokenness of people’s lives sometimes leads to grief and shared 
pain.  Incarnational theology is costly when thinking in economic terms, which is 
something we do most of the time.  The experiments in the community and what 
continues to be learned among church members is that relationships make the difference.  
When we get to know one another, we begin to care for and love one another.  Middle-
class church members are learning to leave behind their stereotypes and fears, the extra 
baggage for the missional journey.  People on the margins in our community are also 
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discovering that there really are compassionate people left in the world willing to listen 
and walk along side. 
 Listening and dwelling with scripture has become a transformative experience.  
The church is learning, albeit slowly, that reading the bible for formation is a different 
experience than simply reading for knowledge.  As a missionary document, the scriptures 
tell us the story of God calling, gathering, teaching and sending a worshiping community,  
a community with an alternative identity to “all the other nations.”  This community is 
sent to all the places that Jesus himself intends to go and where God has already been.  
By definition, that challenges the proscribed boundaries and orbits of our middle-class 
lives.  We are learning to reclaim our memory through the biblical story.  We are 
reminded often that as a pilgrim people we must always remember where we came from.  
As slaves in Egypt, there was no vision of an alternative future, filled with hope and 
possibility without God.  Brueggemann calls this a gifted existence and the only way to 
sustain such a life is to stay connected to the giver of that gift.2  This happens in worship 
and discipleship training within the life of the church, which we generally know and do 
well.  What we are also learning is that it can happen in the community, out there, and for 
the life of the world.3  As our missiology begins to meld with our ecclesiology, this once 
distinct line and demarcation becomes blurred, as it should be. No longer content with a 
silo existence as a church in the community, Akron Mennonite is learning what it means 
to be a community-minded church.  Much learning is still in front of us.  Many members 
continue to express fear that if we become a “community church” that we will lose our 
                                                 
2 Walter Brueggemann The Land: Place as Gift, Promise, and Challenge in Biblical Faith (Norristown, 
PA: Fortress Press, 1977), 57. 
3 Alexander Schmemann For the Life of the World: Sacraments and Orthodox, (Crestwood, NY: St. 
Vladimir’s Seminary, 1973). 
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Anabaptist-Mennonite identity.  But on the contrary, it is becoming clear through the 
careful reading of formative texts like Luke 10 and Matthew 5, that listening and entering 
into the life-world of those in the local community can actually help the church to focus 
and sharpen such an identity.  For too long, Mennonites in North America have grown 
comfortable with being identified as the quiet in the land.  We are learning that perhaps 
being “called out” is more about differentiating from the dominant narratives and 
captivities of Empire in a market-driven, consumerist society than it is about habits of 
distinctive dress and eschewing tobacco and alcohol.4  Gradually, Akron Mennonite 
Church is becoming known as that church in the community that supports and helped 
start Homes of Hope, sends volunteers to Summit Quest Academy and helps tutor 
students at Akron Elementary.  We are becoming known as that church that holds 
seminars about poverty and affordable housing, and who know the school social workers 
by name.  
 The work in front of us is to reflect on what we are learning and where this may 
yet lead us.  A third vision retreat is in the planning stages, with many in leadership at the 
church saying that most members cannot yet articulate a clear vision for this work.  They 
hear about the opportunities and many continue to volunteer for the various initiatives 
and experiments, but the general perception expressed is that Akron Mennonite Church is 
“drifting.”  This anxiety expresses the nature of liminality.  Those with a more traditional 
business model for the church point to the lack of discernable, ten-year goals. Yes, there 
is a lot going on, worship is rich and nurturing, but where are we going?  How does a 
church like Akron Mennonite get a forty-eight year old monologue out of its system?  
                                                 
4 Michael Budde The (Magic) Kingdom of God: Christianity and Global Culture Industries (Boulder: 
Westveiw Press, 1997), 14-15. 
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There is some measure of safety in church members believing that their leaders have the 
future all figured out.  Part of this perceived “drift” was articulated by a Council member 
who said that the decision not to pursue a building expansion was proof that Akron 
doesn’t know where it is going.  Where is the church headed if we are not building?  Can 
we learn to be the church outside of the physical plant?  That question continues to 
challenge us. 
 The final and on-going challenge is continue introducing and nurturing the action-
reflection-new action cycle of our adaptive change challenge.  The majority of those 
involved in the Listening Ministry Team, the Mission, Identity, Community Focus 
Group, and the Hospitality Ministry Team, are members who live in the immediate 
Akron-Ephrata area.  Can we draw in others who live in neighboring school districts and 
communities who are also active members of the church?  And what of those that we are 
learning to know in the community?  Some are beginning to see and identify the multiple 
invisible barriers in our congregation for people who are not middle-class.  Some have 
even articulated that there needs to be an in-between step or place to gather and talk about 
matters of faith and life.  Can a neighborhood group form around a simple meal and 
invite others?  Could a house church intentionally divide with the idea of forming two 
new neighborhood-based groups that are co-led and shaped by people not from the 
middle-class?  Dare we risk such an encounter and “waste” time trying to find out? 
 An environment has been created among the pastors and leaders at Akron 
Mennonite Church that embraces emergence, experimentation, and missional 
imagination.  This atmosphere is starting to feel normal.  And yet, the church is still very 
much on the way, still wandering in the wilderness of liminality and discontinuous 
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change.  A new identity is in formation but it remains somewhat fragile and negotiable. 
The reign of God is all around us, within us, and in our community.  We are beginning to 
see Christ in the everyday, and connect the dots between what we profess and what we 
practice.   
Sharon’s Porch became a powerful metaphor, a meeting place and threshold space 
where two worlds intersected and sometimes collided.  Akron Mennonite Church is  
learning that assessment, deconstruction and rebuilding is time consuming and messy, but 
it is the work that God is calling us to. We pray for eyes to see and ears to hear where 
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